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Most of the eight stories in this collection are 
about individuals who are alienated. They are unable 
or unwilling to break through the barriers that 
separate them from others. The stories are contemporary; 
the settings are urban/suburban. The past plays an important 
part in defining and limiting the present, and fantasy 
sometimes replaces reality -as an option-Tor-dealing with _____ _ 
the loneliness of isolation. Direct confrontation is another 
option. Desire for power and the need for assertiveness are 
important elements in the action of the stories. By 
contrast, retreat into submission may become the sad 
alternative. 
The voices change with each story. An older man mourns 
the death of his wife. A young married woman contemplates 
her sterile marriage but is unable to extricate herself from 
her stereotypical role as wife. An old man tries to 
figure out how he can confront his nephew and his family 
about the values he thinks they lack. A young woman rejects 
a marriage that she feels will stifle her freedom but 
returns in middle age to try to understand what exactly she 
was fighting against. A young boy tries to understand 
his aunt and her husbands. A seedy middle-aged man dreams 
of an encounter with a woman of class. A woman who has been 
rejected by an old friend tries to comprehend the reasons 
for her friend's mental breakdown. 
Some of the characters emerge triumphant to begin 
again; others are stalemated and accept the status quo; a 
few make tentative movements in the direction of change 
without knowing what the outcome will be. 
-- ·----
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Oblations 
The night Edna died, Sam had been alone. The girls, 
their daughters, had gone back to their families for the night. 
Edna had seemed so good that day. The pains that had brought 
her girls into the city had subsided. She lay in bed and 
joked and laughed and urged them home to their husbands. 
''Irving hasn't had a good meal all week," she said to 
Marsha. "Don't worry about me. The children need you.• 
They went reluctantly, kissing her on the cheek and 
hesitating. 
"Ma, I can stay,• Sandra said at the last minute. "Let 
me stay and take care of you for Daddy." 
But Edna would hear nothing of it. 
"You should be with your husband and children. What'll 
he think if I keep you away. A mother you always have. A 
husband you must take care of." 
It wasn't until three o'clock in the morning that Sam 
heard her moans. Like an injured animal. She sat up in bed 
and hugged her stomach, rocki4g back and forth as the pain 
took her. 
"Take me ... Oh, God, don't let me live .... It hurts so 
much,'' she cried, and then as the pain subsided for a moment 
and Sam stood helplessly waiting for the paramedics, she 
ordered him to get her a fresh nightgown. 
"Oh, Mama,• he said. "You'll be at the hospital soon." 
They'll only make you change to their gown." 
''No, get it,'' she said. "The white one. In the second 
drawer." 
He did as he was told and helped her lift the nightgown 
that she wore over her head, waiting as the next wave of 
pain hit her, then easing the new gown on. 
narrow hall, and two of the paramedics finally had to lift 
her down the hall, tubes and all. Sam thought she smiled 
up at him as they lowered her down on the gurney again, but 
later he wondered if she really saw him at all because as 
they put her into the ambulance, he heard her ask in her 
normal voice if they were there yet. She died in the 
ambulance before it had reached the corner of the street and 
the siren was turned on. 
Edna had been gone no longer than six hours when the 
neighbors started to arrive, and with their offerings of 
potato salad and meats and blintzes transformed the bare 
wooden kitchen table into a feasting board worthy of a Bar 
Mitzva banquet. 
It was too much for him to take in, and Sam let his 
daughters handle the affair. He sat in the bedroom alone 
for awhile, and it crossed his mind that Edna might have 
been disturbed to see her neighbors trekking through her 
apartment, uninvited and unannounced, for even when she'd 
first been taken ill, she hadn't allowed him to hire cleaning 
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help, so horrifying was the thought that someone might see 
anything of hers out of place or dirty. 
"Another person in my kitchen?" she'd said when he 
brought the subject up once. "No, my darling, when I'm too 
sick to keep a clean house, I should die.'' 
Towards the end, when she grew too weak to get out of 
vacuuming for her. 
"Not so good as you'd have it, Mama," he'd say, "but 
come and see~" 
And then he'd carry her out to the living room, and 
sometimes he'd see tears in her eyes, not from pain, but 
from some feeling that she never expressed. 
She could never stay long in the big grey chair by the 
window where he placed her to view the results of his 
labors, but she'd always noticed if the table was polished 
or if the lampshade was crooked, and she'd pat his cheek and 
they'd remember things toge~her and joke as if she weren't 
sick at all . 
. "Remember where we got that vase?" she had asked one 
time. 
"Atlantic City, the summer when Marsha was twelve and 
had the chickenpox the whole vacation," he answered. ''Do 
you remember the stars?" 
"Oh, Sam!" she said, pretending to be shocked because 
she knew he was thinking of the nights in Atlantic City when 
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they made love on the porch so as not to waken the girls. 
She had wanted him to remember. 
It was this cleaning ritual that he performed for her 
that he thought of most after she died, not the pain or 
shock of her death itself. When the funeral was over and 
the neighbors faded back to their own lives, he would come 
home each night as he had before and start the task of 
cleaning up for Edna. Each figurine and lamp and vase had 
to be removed and wiped clean; each pillow needed to be 
plumped; the tables needed polishing, and when the polish 
built up too much, it had to be removed and the process 
begun again. Always when he had finished, Sam would sit in 
the grey overstuffed chair by the window and remember what I 
they had laughed about and how Edna had patted his cheek, 
and for a moment she was there with him in the dusky night. 
Somewhat abruptly, the night came when he had completed 
his tasks and sat down and no longer felt her presence. For 
a little while after that, he couldn't bear to sit in the 
living room at night or to touch the familiar objects that 
Edna had loved. He turned away from the dust on the coffee 
table and allowed a dull film to form on the lamps and 
vases. He began to spend his evening hours in the kitchen, 
reading a newspaper and smoking cigarettes under the harsh 
overhead lights. 
His eldest daughter Marsha noticed the change in the 
apartment first, and without telling her father, she planned 
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with her sister on going in once a week to clean and cook 
for Sam. 
One night when he arrived home late from work, he 
smelled a familiar odor of boiled cabbage in the stairwell, 
and his heart quickened. He hesitated for a moment and then 
climbed the stairs slowly, allowing himself the fantasy that 
by some miracle he would discover Edna, her face rosy and 
moist from the steam of the pressure cooker, standing in the 
kitchen by the stove. 
"Your favorite, tonight, darling. A little cabbage and 
some meat.'' He'd heard her words a million times. 
It was dark in the hallway, but a broad shaft of light 
coming through the kitchen door lit the living room dimly. 
There was an underlying odor of cleaning soap and dusting 
oil that blended with the smell of cabbage. Without turning 
on the light, he knew that the lamps and vases had been 
wiped clean and the tables had been polished. 
Sam expected no fantasy now. The table in the kitchen 
had been carefully set for him, and he recognized his 
daughter's slanted scrawl on the note that rested against 
the glass. He sat down heavily, gazing around for a few 
minutes before he took off his coat and hat and placed 
them neatly in the front hall. He felt cheated and tricked, 
and even though he knew he wouldn't do it, he wanted to call 
his daughter and tell her not to come around anymore with 
her help. He shut off the kitchen light and went to bed. 
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The next week he arrived home to the same scene, only 
this time it was strudel freshly baked and carefully 
arranged on a plate. In the living room, the tables gleamed 
and the bathroom floors had been scrubbed and waxed. 
The cleaning and cooking went on for four weeks. Each 
time, something of Edna's disappeared from the living room 
shelves and he would have to search until he found it 
nestled in the bottom of a box on a shelf or hidden under 
some sheets in the hall linen closet. He didn't put the items 
back, but each time he found one he sat for a long time and 
stared at it to try to bring back the memory of Edna. 
Sometimes he found things that Edna herself must have 
put away, maybe in those last weeks before she got so weak. 
He discovered the collection of Hummel figures sent to her 
by her cousin in Germany. 
"A good hedge against inflation,'' she'd said as she 
mailed off monthly checks to pay for the figures. "If we 
need to, we can sell them so the girls can go to college if 
they want. Or, for us, to help out when we're old and you 
retire. You never know, my darling, when these things will 
come in handy." 
Each figure was packed away in cotton in a big box. 
Ten in all. One a year for ten years, carefully saved for 
out of grocery money. 
The Hummels had never been put out on display with the 
souvenirs and vases in the living room, and when he'd asked 
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why, she'd repeated the phrase about a hedge against 
inflation. "Besides, they're too delicate, too beautiful. 
What if, God forbid, something should happen to them." 
''But what about the other things you have out. What if 
something happened to them?" 
"For those we have memories that can't be destroyed. 
They're just the reminders for us. Those we need to live 
with." 
Finally he could stand his daughters' interference no 
longer. He called his daughter Marsha, or tried to anyway. 
The line was busy, and when he picked up the phone to try 
again, something stopped him. He looked around the 
apartment. Edna's things, the things they had had together 
and that he had cared for so carefully after she died, had 
been touched by someone else, had been touched by a 
stranger, even if she was his daughter. Just last week on 
the phone Marsha had mentioned the bric-a-brac in the living 
room. 
"You've got to get rid of stuff, Daddy," she said. 
"All Mama's little things around. They just collect dust. 
Why don't you have a sale?" 
He had wanted to shout at her over the phone. What did 
she know of her mother's possessions? Who was she to tell 
him what was valuable and what was not? Who was she to 
touch things that had memories for Edna and him? Then he 
laughed to himself. His daughter had, of course, as much 
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right as he did to an opinion about her mother's treasures. 
And she was right. They were a bother to take care of. 
Most of all, they wouldn't bring Edna back. 
He wandered through the small apartment, opening doors 
that he had not opened since Edna left. The girls' back 
bedroom, neat and clean except for some dust that had 
collected on the tables and lamps. The closets with 
everything in bags for the winter. Games and toys piled 
neatly on shelves for the grandchildren. 
"What shall I do, my darling?" he said. "What shall I 
do? Do I get rid of it all? Do I get a someone in to 
clean? 11 
He expected to hear her voice in his head remonstrating 
about a cleaning lady, but there was only silence. 
The next morning he called his daughter Marsha first, 
and as gently as he could told her she didn't have to come 
anymore to take care of him. He was hiring a cleaning 
woman, There was a silence on the other end of the phone, 
and he could imagine Marsha, the lines in her forehead 
furrowed into a frown, remembering how her mother had felt 
about outsiders in her home. 
That night, he went to the closet and took down the 
Hummel figures, examining each of them carefully and then 
lining them up in a neat row on the dresser. He would sell 
them, he thought, to pay for the luxury of having a 
cleaning lady. But suddenly they seemed to have come to 
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represent something to him. They carried no memory of his 
past with Edna, but they were significant because they were 
his. He had not shared them with anyone. 
The next morning he asked his neighbor Mrs. Baum if 
she knew of any cleaning ladies, and in the evening there 
was a note pinned to his door with the name and telephone 
being clean and honest. 
It took him two days to make the call, but the woman on 
the other end of the line made it seem so simple and normal 
for him to be calling for a cleaning lady that he relaxed. 
She would be there on Monday. He was to provide the 
supplies, she said, and listed them for him over the 
phone. 
He spent Saturday shopping for cleaning supplies 
that would suit the woman's needs. He bought a new mop and 
broom. He bought dust cloths to replace the rags that he 
and Edna had always used. He threw out all of the used 
portions of bleach and dusting wax and bought brand new 
shiny containers that he carefully arranged under the sink. 
On Sunday, he started early in the morning before the 
sun had risen. He cleaned the girls' bedroom first, then 
worked his way down the hall to his and Edna's room and out 
into the kitchen. He ended up in the living room surrounded 
by the souvenirs and the bric-a-brac of his life with Edna. 
He brought back all of the treasures that his daughters had 
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hidden away and placed them with the others. Finally, 
he brought out the Hummel figures and lined them up in 
a straight row on the mantle. They looked too new, too 
perfect and shiny, to fit in among the older bric-a-brac. 
When he was finished cleaning the living room, Sam sat 
for a long time in the grey chair by the window and stared 
at the mantle. From where he sat he could see all of his 
and Edna's life together reflected in the dim outlines of 
objects whose meanings were known only to him now and could 
never b.e exchanged with anyone else. No polish would ever 
bring their magic back, but they could stay and be cared for 
and now be joined by the Hummels which would sometime be old 
and tarnished, too. There was a place for all of them. 
'A hedge against inflation,' he thought, and wondered 
what Edna would say if she were there. 
The next morning, Sam carefully checked each room 
before he left. On the table by the door, he left a neatly 
lettered note to the cleaning lady. The early morning sun 
dappled the furniture and glanced off the high polish of the 
brass lamp. On the way down the stairs, he dropped off the 
key for the cleaning lady with Mrs. Baum, his neighbor. 
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In Shades of Grey 
In slow motion, I see my head splitting open, the grey 
curvy parts exhibited in an artistic buffet, the skull sides 
slightest hint of danger. 
Ronnie watches TV, cracking peanuts and swigging beer, 
his silhouette in shifting brights and dims. He doesn't 
focus particularly unless there's a game or cop show on, but 
then focussing has never been his strong point. He told me 
once in a rare moment of intimacy that when he tackled a 
problem all he saw on his mental screen was shadowy grey. 
Ronnie leaves a lot of things to chance. 
He's one of those guys who's good in a crisis. Give 
him a child with a skinned knee and he knows just what to do 
and how to make the kid feel good, but give him day-to-day 
sustained adult emotions and he's a mess. 
I used to cry about it. He never seemed to care what I 
felt, unless it related to him, of course, and if I tried to 
tell him that I felt lonely, he'd only say something like 
"I'll try to be better." I bought that for a long time, but 
it gets old when there isn't any change really and you hear 
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the same line again and again. His second favorite line was 
a variation of "Why do you bring this up on a Sunday night 
when you know I have to get up early for work tomorrow?" 
Never mind that he hadn't wanted to talk about the same 
subject on Friday or Saturday. His response was good, 
actually, because I did react just as I was supposed to--
with anger and then guin;~~m-osTT:rguYrt~-.- ---r--s-t-ap~pe-d-c-ry-ing-a----­
long time ago--about the time that I decided that I never 
wanted to rely on anyone else totally for anything, but most 
of all for my future and old age, which was probably just as 
well, I guess. But I have to keep reminding myself because I 
still see the old picture of what marriage was supposed to 
be according to MY MOTHER. 
"MARRIAGE ACCORDING TO MY MOTHER" 
It is important, according to my mother, for the woman 
to take the "back seat." She should be loving, caring, 
giving, trusting, sharing, honest, forebearing, brave, and 
forthright, and she should, above all, never burden the 
marriage with her troubles. If she has all of the 
aforementioned virtues, she will be protected and revered, 
and life will be harmonious. Harmony is what one seeks in 
a marriage, and it is the woman's job to bring about harmony. 
First, let me say that one part of me knows that 
there's nothing wrong with the world according to my mother. 
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Just time and space and the fact that the marriage my mother 
spoke of never existed in real life. Women can behave as 
she suggested, with perfect martyrdom and understanding, but 
what exactly do they get out of it? My mother, I might add, 
used to settle family disagreements at the dinner table by 
bringing out the Encyclopedia Britannica and reading from it 
--
--- -- ---- ---
--- -- -- -------
aloud. That way, at least my father could enjoy his dinner 
in peace. 
Ronnie elicits the same response from me, even though I 
know I'm behaving like a milksop and should really be 
standing up and screaming obscenities in times of crisis. 
At least that way we'd try to solve our problems instead of 
ignoring them the way Ronnie does. But I can't do it. I 
guess I just can't get rid of an underlying feeling that I 
don't mean anything much in the whole affair. l only mean 
something if I get out the Encyclopedia Britannica and keep 
everyone occupied until the smoke clears. 
I need something for me. I need to say something and 
feel that I'm being listened to. I listen to other people. 
I listen like I really care, and most often I do. But 
everything usually feels uncomfortable. I had a dream a 
long time ago in which I was alone in the middle of a field. 
The grass came up to my waist so that when I looked down I 
couldn't see my legs or feet, and I felt disembodied and 
light. The wind was blowing and everything as far as I 
could see was a shimmering yellow-brown. Except the sky, of 
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course. The sky was grey. Not grey like in rain clouds, 
but grey like a black and white motion picture. 
It was odd to be held there myself and to see 
everything around me in both technicolor and black and 
white. I was locked in that spot and I started to cry 
out for help. I screamed and screamed and the wind 
carried my screams up and away and back again so they 
echoed over me, and I knew that no one would hear me because 
the screams couldn't reach that far. Only I could 
hear them, and they were so loud I wanted them to stop. 
I told Ronnie about that dream. He didn't have much to 
say except that his dreams are never in technicolor. He 
dreams in black and white, I guess, and he doesn't hear 
sounds. That was all there was to the conversation. Ronnie 
has no curiosity about the unusual. He doesn't like to talk 
about things that might be controversial. 
Sometimes, just before I fall asleep, I see a person 
silhouetted in the doorway with a bright light behind him, 
and I shoot at him, with perfect aim, I guess, because the 
person disappears and the door shuts by itself. 
Once I decided to do something about the fact that I 
was unhappy. But by then I had four children. It may sound 
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silly to say this, but it was a shock because I had planned 
to stop after one. I'd been rehearsing my exit line for 
years. 
"I'm moving back to the city,• I'd say. "We'll 
(meaning the one child and myself) get along, and you can 
come and visit, but I can't stand being with you anymore. 
I just can't stand it.• 
I saw myself sweeping out the door, or perhaps, for 
his sake, going quietly and a little sadly. It didn't 
matter as long as I didn't hurt him too much. 
Even I had to laugh at myself that time. Trying to 
play out the scene with four children instead of one made it 
into a comedy. Where does one go with four children? 
Certainly not to a city. Even with a good job, you don't 
traipse around the city with four kids, Even if you find 
friends to carpool with and find soccer teams that play 
in the park. How do you, most of all, find someone to love 
you in the city if you have four kids? 
So I went out to look for a job, thinking maybe that 
would make me a little happier. Ronnie laughed, of course. 
Not out loud, but I knew he was laughing at me inside. 
Actually, he just looked at me in a funny way that I knew 
meant he knew I wouldn't be able to do it. Ronnie has 
always liked to point out that he has a greater earning 
power than I could ever have if I went to work. It's 
a point of pride for him, I guess. But I did get a job 
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in a flower shop which was great for me because I've always 
liked working with plants and making flower arrangements. 
And I turned out to be pretty good at what I did and got 
promoted after six months and again after a year, until I was 
managing the store. I was so proud and excited that I 
just couldn't keep my mouth shut. I guess I talked too 
much about how well I was doing or something because 
Ronnie got real quiet like he was mad at me. Everytime 
I even mentioned work, he'd clam up and go into the 
living room and turn on television so loud that I dropped 
the subject and just talked about the kids instead. He got 
friendlier after that, but I kept getting sadder and sadder, 
and before I knew it I was spending a lot of time in bed 
sleeping during the day, and it was all I could do to pull 
myself out of bed to go to work or cook or anything. It got 
so bad that I would cry at funny movies on television, and 
once I had to run out of the grocery store and leave the 
basket full of groceries there because I got such a 
breathless feeling with all those people crowding around me. 
After that I went to see a psychiatrist for a while. 
His name was Dr. Ackerman, and his office was on the ground 
floor overlooking a city garden filled with weeds and rocks. 
He always began our sessions by shoving a box of Kleenex 
across the table at me. I guess he just knew instinctively 
that I was going to cry. After he'd seen me for a few 
sessions, he suggested that I spend some concentrated and 
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creative time hating my mother for controlling my life. He 
said I needed to work through my childhood experiences to 
become independent. But my mother was sixty at the time, 
and I told him I didn't think it was right to take my 
problems out on an old person. I just didn't see the point 
of stirring things up like that. Who knew where it would 
lead and who might be hurt? 
And Ronnie agreed with me. 
It's funny, but that was one of the few times we ever 
talked about something really serious that had to do with me 
and my life. And the odd thing was that Ronnie got more 
upset about the idea of my confronting my childhood 
experiences than I did. He was positively vehement on the 
subject in his own way. But that's just the way he is. 
He never wants to attack a problem directly. Ronnie leaves 




The trip from Munich had been long, and the old man 
felt tired. He ran his hand over the surface of the bed, 
wondering if it would be hard or soft to sleep on. 
I A disappointment, I he thought-, I to have come-so-fa•r-----
and not even to be met at the plane. Was this a way to 
treat an uncle, your father's only brother?' 
He wandered slowly around the room that had been 
converted to accommodate a visitor. His young nephew who 
normally occupied the bedroom undoubtedly felt resentment 
about having been temporarily removed. 
'Well, so I should not feel guilt about such a thing,' 
the old man thought. 'It is no great burden. Certainly I 
have known hardships greater.' 
During the war his family had fled to America, and only 
he had remained in Europe, continuing his studies at the 
University until he was in grave danger of being captured 
and sent away to extermination camp. He had escaped to 
France where he moved underground to work against the enemy. 
His life had been difficult, but he had survived. 
In the bookcase against the wall, rough handmade models 
of airplanes and cars were neatly arranged in rows. His 
young nephew's work, no doubt. The old man gently lifted 
up a model of a Bentley, and the right wheel fell off and 
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rolled under the bookcase. Anxiously he bent down to 
retrieve the missing part, then stood there for a moment 
wondering how to stick it back on. Finally, he lay the wheel 
on the shelf next to the model. 
How alien he felt in this room, thousands of miles away 
from his familiar brown study with the two cats, Ophelia and 
missing him now? Testy with the stranger who brought them 
their food and milk? 
Moving to the bed, he sank down heavily and removed his 
shoes. His toes felt trapped in the heavy leather. He 
stretched them carefully so as not to bring on a cramp. 
Beside him on the bed lay a bag of Belgium chocolates 
wrapped in brightly colored foil. He had bought them at the 
airport as a treat for the children. A delicacy, he had 
thought. But his nephew's sons were too old to be excited 
by such gifts. Or maybe their tastes had been deadened by 
the imitation chocolate they were used to. 
From below, he could hear kitchen noises. Johanna, his 
nephew's wife, was clanking pots and talking noisily to one 
of the boys. Dinner would be ready soon, he thought, and 
rummaging in his pocket, he found a piece of Belgium 
chocolate he had reserved for himself. Unwrapping it 
carefully, he placed it in his mouth and lay back on the 
bed, enjoying the sweetness which filled his throat. He 
closed his eyes. 
20. 
Michael 
Michael sat motionless at the typewriter in his 
basement office, enjoying the comfortable sounds of dinner 
preparations going on above him. Soon after Uncle Hans had 
arrived, Michael had excused himself, saying that he needed 
to finish up some work. It was a fabrication, but he wanted 
to set the tone for the visit. 
When the letter from the old man had arrived, Michael 
had not known what to do immediately, so he put it under the 
blotter on his desk to be dealt with later. Johanna would 
be displeased. She had just taken a job, and interruptions 
in her schedule bothered her. How could he explain to his 
uncle, a bachelor and a European, that Johanna needed to 
work outside the home? 
At the time he thought it might be worth the effort to 
write to Uncle Hans and discourage him from coming. In the 
end, however, he couldn't do it. The old man was family; 
there wasn't really anyone else left. He'd visited them 
only one other time, and if he wanted to make the trip all 
the way from Germany, then Michael and Johanna would just 
have to accept it. 
Michael's own work would suffer, of course. Even now 
people tried to take advantage of his time because they knew 
that he was home all day. He had learned to be politely 
firm, explaining carefully that he had articles to write on 
deadline, yet he found that his friends didn't really 
understand that when he sat at his desk in his basement 
office, he was actually working. 
21 • 
One thing was certain. He couldn't pamper the old man 
during the visit. Uncle Hans had to be made to understand 
that Michael's time was valuable. 
Johanna 
Johanna, in the kitchen preparing dinner, muttered 
softly to herself under her breath. 
The old man was just as self-absorbed and boring as 
he'd been the other time he'd come to visit--nattering away 
about himself and his damned Zionist movement, as if anyone 
outside of the synagogue cared a damn about his boring 
historical minutiae. 
She dropped an egg on the floor, cursed aloud--blaming 
the old man for her mistake--chasing the shine ot egg white 
across the kitchen floor with a damp rag. 
Her middle son appeared in the doorway and opened his 
mouth to say something, but seeing the expression on her 
face, he ducked back into the living room. 
Events 1 
"The stew is delicious," said Uncle Hans in Johanna's 
direction. "If Dnly I could eat onions and garlic without 
getting heartburn." 
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Johanna stared hard at the ceiling and said nothing. 
The three boys raised their heads from their plates and 
observed the old man curiously. Then they continued to eat. 
Michael cleared his throat. 
"Do you have trouble with your digestion?" he asked. 
He sounded sincerely interested, and the old man began 
explaining his condition. Only Michael was listening. 
Uncle Hans felt uncomfortable. A knot was forming in 
his stomach. Probably the onions. He could hear himself 
talking on and on and wondered why he was doing it. Why was 
he talking of his petty ailments? Why were they not 
discussing philosophy or music or art? He shifted in his 
chair slightly, feeling a sudden urge to send his fist 
crashing down on the table as he did in his University 
classes when the students lapsed into daydreaming. What was 
wrong with these people? Were they really part of his 
family? Did they not know how to talk of anything but 
trivialities? Throughout dinner they had talked of 
personalities--people he did not even know and cared nothing 
about. And now~ was talking about his stomach and no one 
seemed to mind. Only he was bored by it all. 
Events 2 
When the meal was over, everyone disappeared. The boys 
cleared the table, and Michael and Johanna moved to the 
kitchen to do the dishes. 
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"Go and sit in the living Poom and read," said Michael. 
He closed the kitchen door behind him. 
Alone, listening to the murmurs from the other room, 
Uncle Hans picked up a copy of a car magazine, wondering 
what he might be able to understand and whether it would 
help him to talk to his nephew and his sons. 
The youngest boy, to whom the old man owed the room 
which he was sleeping,· wandered in and sat down. He was 
nice child, open and simple. 
"What do you study in school, John?" the old man 
asked. 
"Oh, the usual stuff ... math, English, science." 
"And what interests you most?" 
"Uh--English, I guess." 




"Well, you should, perhaps. He has much to say about 
the social conditions that hold man back from the 
achievement of his goals.• 
"I thought he lived a long time ago.• 
"Ah, yes. So he did. But what he had to say of social 
conditions in England is applicable to social conditions 
today. Times have changed and certain reforms have been 
made, but there is still much social injustice. Man still 
treats his fellow-man unjustly. You can apply his thinking 
particularly to our people." 
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The young boy looked at the old man for a moment. He 
touched one of the magazines on the table, then sat back a 
little on the couch. 
"The studies which I am doing at the University concern 
themselves with the history of our people, the social and 
political injustices which have existed for centuries," the 
--------
old man continued. 
There was a long pause. 
"Who's taking care of your cats while you're away?" the 
boy asked. 
Events 3 
Uncle Hans sat in the only comfortable chair in the 
living room. It was made of chrome, and he felt out of 
place in its modern contours. 
Johanna moved quickly through the downstairs rooms 
picking up newspapers and books, straightening up the 
magazines on the coffee table, and dusting. She glanced at 
the old man, irritated that he should be sitting while she 
worked. Under the couch in the living room, she discovered 
a discarded banana peel, ugly and black, and a single 
slipper. She threw them into the middle of the room in 
disgust and then was embarrassed because she hadn't 
disguised her anger. Uncle Hans struggled up from the chair 
and quickly picked up the slipper. 
"I'm sorry, Johanna. I wondered where that slipper had 
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gotten to. I'll just take it upstairs. I'm sorry." 
She stared after him as he retreated from the room. 
The banana peel lay alone in the middle of the floor. 
"You might have picked up the peel as well," she 
muttered, and in frustration, she picked it up and hurled it 
in the direction of the kitchen. Then she went on about her 
straightening up. 
Events 4 
Johanna stood at the window in the kitchen. From the 
living room she could hear the drone of Uncle Hans' voice, 
intermittently interrupted by Michael's. They were 
discussing philosophy. Or rather, Uncle Hans was discussing 
philosophy. In fact, for the last five nights, they had 
been discussing philosophy. 
The conversation bored her. Not only bored, but 
. threatened and annoyed her as well. Uncle Hans, the great 
seeker after truth, pushed her closer than she wanted to be 
to the edge of her own neuroses. He spoke on and on about higher 
levels of human understanding and purpose until she felt 
that she would be smothered. All she could think of to say 
was "Bullshit. Let's get on with living. That's more to 
the point." 
She had said just that the first evening on her way to 
the kitchen. She had not heard his reply, nor had she 
joined the two men in the living room after that. 
Events 5 
The six couples sat in red and white lawn chairs 
under the huge oak at the side of the house. 
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It was the Fourth of July, the day before Uncle Hans 
was to return to Munich. The guest had come together out of 
a fondness for the host and hostess and had only a 
first was broken by long moments of silence and occasional 
exaggerated and prolonged bursts of laughter. 
Uncle Hans was hard to talk to. One of the guests, a 
biology professor, had tried at the beginning, but the answers 
had been so vague that the biologist had been intimidated. 
He was neither Jewish nor religious, and he didn't want to 
appear stupid. 
The old man, after two glasses of wine, could not 
remember anyone's name. He leaned back in a lounge chair on 
the outside of the circle and concentrated his attention on 
the lacy oak leaves above his head. He heard only 
snatches of the conversation--baseball was mentioned, and 
children, and divorce. Names of people who were apparently 
not at the party popped up once in a while. A knot was 
forming in his stomach. The onions, no doubt, from 
Johanna's chili. He tried to listen to the conversation 
more closely so as not to feel the pain. 
'Clutter,' he thought. 'Conversation about nothing, 
cluttering up the possibilities for real communication.' 
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Suddenly he became angry with the whole thing. The 
pain in his stomach grew worse, and in an effort to speed 
up the action of his digestive track, he rose and moved away 
from the group. John, the youngest boy, appeared at his 
side, and they strolled around the yard, talking of the cats 
again. 
The old man put nrs-ar-m-·ar·ou.n-d--t-h-e -b-oy--'--s---shou-1-d-e-r_, _ _ fL ____ _ 
gesture that surprised them both. 
'If I could reach the boy,' he thought. 'Perhaps I 
could take him back to Germany with me ... save him from this 
stupidity ... this clutter.' 
The thought was foolish, of course. What could he, an 
old bachelor, give this young boy? How preposterous for him 
to feel paternal at this stage in his life. Yet, somehow 
the thought was soothing. He smiled and looked at the boy 
out of the corner of his eye. 
Someone laughed loudly. The old man stopped and looked 
over at the group under the tree. They all seemed to be 
staring at him. He removed his arm from the boy's shoulder. 
Had they realized what he had been thinking? Were they 
laughing at the thought that he could feel fatherly, could 
imagine himself teaching and taking care of the boy? Were 
they pitying him? 
Abruptly he turned and moved closer to the group. 
There they sat, so complacent, so oblivious to the 
seriousness of life and living. They needed to be told, to 
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be made to understand that there were others in the world 
who were suffering, who had always suffered. He waul d tell 
them that. He needed to do it. It was his duty--to 
himself, to his nephew, to the world. He walked toward 
the circle of red and white chairs. 
The group was silent now. Yet their lips appeared to be 
-------------------
moving as if they were teasing him with mock conversation. 
He stared from face to face, turning slowly around the 
circle, but when he opened his own mouth to speak, he found 
that he was unable to utter a sound. 
Frantically, he found an empty chair and sat down. 
"Have you enjoyed your visit, Uncle Hans?" a woman's 
voice asked. 
Events 6 
Uncle Hans stood back silently as the guests left. 
Johanna would not let him help in the kitchen, so he 
wandered around with Michael who was methodically collecting 
the lawn chairs and trash from the yard. 
It was quite dark, and to the old man, the lawn 
furniture seemed like an enormous barrier between his nephew 
and himself. Michael moved quickly around the circle, folding 
the chairs and placing them neatly against the garage. 
Uncle Hans felt useless. He peered at Michael, but in the 
darkness, everything, including the sound of his own voice, 
seemed a great distance away. 
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"Well, Michael," he heard himself say, "are you happy?" 
"Oh, sure, Uncle Hans. It's not exactly like living 
in the mainstream here, but it's a good place to raise 
children, and we've got everything we need." 
The old man was silent. 
'Why is he just standing there?' thought Michael. 'At 
least he might help if he's going-To-6e-rn- tne-way;·--
Michael checked his irritation and moved around his 
uncle to pick up the chair beside him. Tomorrow the old 
man would be gone, and life could return to normal. He 
could withstand these last few minutes. But he wished the 
old man would either help or move out of the way. 
dark, and he couldn't see very well. 
It was 
"Michael," Uncle Hans began. The pain in his stomach 
began again, vibrating and subsiding in a rhythmic pattern 
that was fascinating. He felt giddy. 
"Yes?" 
Michael waited impatiently for his uncle to go on. 
"Well, I've enjoyed my stay here, but ... " 
Michael did not hear the tentative "but." 
"Well, we've enjoyed having you, too," he replied. 
For a moment, Michael knew this was true, at least from 
his point of view. He felt a sudden affection for the old 
man, with his queer ways, his total absorption in the past 
and in himself. It must have been a great treat for his 
uncle to have joined in the activities of a lively, young 
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household. Michael congratulated himself on the amount of 
restraint that he had shown toward the old man. 
"But •.. • the old man repeated, then paused again. 
Uncle Hans turned away, picked up an ashtray from the 
table and held it in his hand for a moment, as if weighing 
its value. He replaced it firmly on the table. 
"You see, Michael, I'm older now, and I see things from 
a different perspective than you do. Your lives are so full 
of-- 11 
It was difficult to say "meaningless things." 
Michael interrupted. The old man obviously was 
embarrassed. He was going to say something sentimental about 
the family and how lucky he and Johanna were to have the 
boys and to have such full lives. Michael wanted to save 
him the awkwardness of sentimentality. 
"Yes, we think we're lucky, and we've--well--liked 
having you share some of it with us.• 
Michael felt relieved that Johanna couldn't hear him 
saying this to the old man. Well, he didn't care. It 
wasn't insincere exactly, and Uncle Hans seemed to want 
something. 
The old man looked sharply at Michael bent over the 
table with a wet cloth in his hand. There was something 
reassuring about the way he attacked a job. He accomplished 
tasks quickly and then forgot about them. That was the way 
everything was done here. 
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"Well, that's done,• said Michael. "We might as well 
go in now." 
He turned toward the house, balancing the ashtray on 
top of two dishes. The old man was unable to move. 
"Michael," he said urgently. 
It had to be now. If he was going to say something to 
his nephew about life, it had to be now. 
Michael ignored the tone in the old man's voice and 
began to walk away. 
"Let's go inside," he said over his shoulder. "It's 
chilly out here.• 
Events 7 
Johanna, Michael, and John drove Uncle Hans to the 
airport the next day. The old man and the boy sat in the 
backseat and talked of the cats. 
As Uncle Hans boarded the plane, he turned to wave and 
saw them there, standing close together, smiling at him. 
Sitting down in his seat, the old man felt in his 
pocket and found the last remaining piece of Belgium 
chocolate. Unwrapping it carefully, he placed it in his 
mouth and leaned back, enjoying the sweetness that filled 
his throat. He closed his eyes. 
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A White House with Green Shutters 
She twirled the dial on the car radio and glanced at 
him sideways without moving her head. The windows were 
fogged over from the argument that had gone on in bursts and 
snatches for almost an hour. Outside of the car, it was 
the rooftops of the farmhouses in the valley looked like 
smudged fingerprints. Little patches of smoke from bonfires 
dotted the grey landscape. Although she knew they were 
trash fires set by the farmers, she liked to imagine that 
they were Indian f~res, set and ready to signal at a 
moment's notice the arrival of hostile forces. 
He sighed and frowned and started again, this time 
softly, as if to conclude his argument at last. That was 
really what he wanted, he said. A white house with green 
shutters and a white picket fence was what he saw when he 
looked ahead in his mind. 
"What the hell's wrong with that?" he said. 
It was their senior year in college. 
She sighed too, in exasperation, a long whistling burst 
of air, and countered his even speech with emotion. He had 
to want more than that, she said. Of course, she knew how 
he'd been brought up, but how could he be so settled down at 
his age? He had to see how foolish it was to be so 
unadventurous as to want to join suburbia at twenty-one. He 
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had to see the thing from her point of view, too. If he'd 
think about it she knew he'd see that she was right. 
"Damn it, Ellen. Idon'tseeit. I want a wife 
who'll raise my children and see to the house, and if I'm 
successful and everything goes right, to the servants. I 
want to work on the stock exchange and to live on Long 
each night with an ice-cold martini, extra dry. That's 
what I want.• 
He started up the car then, and she hunched over in the 
corner staring bleakly out of the fogged window at the 
shrouded hills as he drove her back to campus. 
The next day, she relented and pinned a note to his 
windshield. "since you and i have eyes to see and lips to 
kiss with who cares if some son of a bitch invents a machine 
to measure spring with." He didn't know e.e.cummings, but 
he rushed to get her. 
"I love you,• he said. "That's all that matters. But, 
damn it, you're so stubborn. I know you really believe the 
same way I do, but you're too stubborn to admit it. I ... II 
She hit him with a direct shot to the head with a big 
chunk of snow. 
"You really don't respect me,• she said as she backed 
away. "I can see it now. If you're just going to dismiss me 
that way ..• to pigeonhole me with all your stupid values ... to 
lump me together with you that way. Damn it!" 
She started to cry then and turned away, walking 
rapidly and talking over her shoulder to him. 
"I want to marry someone who'll listen to me ... to 
respect me for my own ideas. I don't want my life all 
prescribed and waiting. I want something else." 
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She was halfway across the quad when he caught up to 
her and swung her around to fac_e_h-im~: 
"Come on, Ellen, I respect you. You know that. 
l--it's just that you have to make everything so hard. 
What's wrong with wanting what's good and comfortable? I 
don't want to change you. Why do you have to always choose 
the hard way?" 
He looked so earnest and pitiful, standing there 
holding onto her coat sleeve that she softened. He was a 
hopeless stuffed shirt, she said, and kissed him just below 
his ear, to think that just because she didn't want to 
settle down in the suburbs that she was bizarre. 
"I love you," she said. "I really do." 
He offered her his fraternity pin then, and to him it 
meant an engagement. 
In the fall, they were both in New York. She created 
an excitement in the city for herself that she never 
discussed with him. It was too precious, this freedom, this 
newness, and she was sure he wouldn't understand. Even 
working in the secretarial pool at a publishing company was 
thrilling to her for a while. 
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She'd meet him some nights at the Stock Exchange where 
he'd spent the day in the muddle and confusion of the floor, 
first as a runner for his father's firm and then as a 
trader. 
He commuted out to Long Island most nights, and she 
lived in the East 60's in a safe, rotting old boarding 
house, skillfully disguised by an elaborate brownstone 
facade. The wrought iron gate was closed at all times and 
locked at eleven o'clock each night. Her room on the top 
floor across from the communal bathroom was bare and 
colorless and smelled of roach spray. It was, she admitted 
to him, not the greatest, but she thought she could use the 
experience someday. She had begun acting classes and had 
joined a group of young actors in a protest march against 
the American involvement in Vietnam. 
"Jesus, Ellen," he shouted. "How could you do this? 
This is the stupidest thing you've ever done. We're there 
as advisors. Advisors! Don't you know that?" 
"Oh, for heaven's sake," she said. "Are you that 
dense? There are American troops there, for Christ's sake. 
Are they advising?" 
"There is a difference between intervention and 
advisement," he said. "The government has to have backup 
for protection." 
One day he got a raise and took her out for dinner. 
She had to decide, he said, when they were going to get married. 
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''I can't,'' she said. 
"Come to Long Island for the weekend." 
''What--to white picket fence society?• 
"You're impossible,'' he said. 
"I don't think so.• 
He picked her up on a Friday, and they drove in silence 
along the Long Island Expressway. It was a relief to be out 
of the stifling city heat, to see trees whose growth was 
unfettered by concrete, to glimpse the ocean and the lush 
elegance of well-kept lawns. 
His brother Charlie and his wife were cordial. 
"I understand that you are interested in the theatre,• 
said the wife, smiling crisply and displaying teeth that 
were orthodontially perfect. "I did some theatre in 
college.• 
Her tone suggested the folly of girls of their social 
class considering the theatre as a serious career. 
They fought all the way back to the city. How could 
she have worn that dress to the cocktail party, he wondered, 
when she knew he didn't like flashy clothes. 
"Oh, come on. The dress was black. The only flashy 
thing about it was that it had a scooped neckline.• 
She was very, very sorry she'd embarrassed him, she 
said in measured tones, but there had been people at the party 
who thought that she looked pretty even if she wasn't wearing 
a loose-fitting suit and a circle pin like his sister-in-law. 
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"I'd rather die than have to live with people who act 
like she does. What does she do with her time? She 
volunteers for things and takes classes in flower arranging. 
Is that what life is all about in the white picket fence 
society? I'd rather die than live that way.'' 
He was silent, and she began to cry a little. 
"If you feel embarrassed-a-bOut-me with -Lhem----,n-she-sai-d-.,----
"then that's just too bad." 
In November, she gave back his fraternity pin. They 
were waiting for a subway on the empty platform at the 14th 
Street IRT. 
"I think we should break it off," she said. "Then you 
won't feel obligated to me anymore.• 
He didn't want the pin back. He knew, of course, that 
she was probably only avoiding telling him that she was 
seeing someone else, and that was all right, but he didn't 
want the pin back. 
"That's stupid. It has nothing to do with anyone else. 
Just take the pin,• she said. 
He threw it in the trash container to be done with it 
at last. 
"There are givers in this world, and there are takers. 
You are definitely a taker," he shouted above the roar of 
the approaching train. 
Within a month, the Vietnam .War stopped being advisory 
and became a slow escalation. He went into the Army, and she, 
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a bit disgruntled with New York, went to California to see 
what the people out there were like. They both returned to 
the city when he had served his tour of duty. 
they could be good friends. 
This time 
"I do love you as a person," she said and he agreed. 
"Maybe sometime when we're older, we'll meet again." Her 
voice drifted off. 
"And what? Have an affair?" 
"I don't know.• 
He had moved to the city now, too--except on weekends. 
He had an apartment on the upper East Side, and when her 
boyfriend from California came for a visit, she wondered if 
she could put him up there. Just so things would look 
respectable, she said, and, well, so she wouldn't get too 
involved. 
He guessed that it would be all right, but he hoped she 
wouldn't spend the night there, too. 
"I promise," she said and kissed him on the cheek. "I 
won't do anything that will embarrass you." 
"Are you going to marry this guy?" he asked. "Because 
after all of the stuff we've been through, I want to be 
there for the festivities. Maybe sit in the back row and 
throw empty beer cans at the procession just to embarrass you.• 
"I'm not getting married," she said. "You'll do it 
before I will. Then maybe I can throw the beer cans. What 
would your brother Charlie and his wife think of that?• 
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Weeks went by when they didn't see or talk to each 
other. She lived in a barren fourth floor apartment on the 
lower East side with a tub in the kitchen and a W.C. in the 
living room. Sometimes she worked in an office and 
occasionally went on the road in a minor part or played 
summer stock. Each time she returned to the city, she felt 
the momentary rush of excitement, but it had come to last 
for shorter and shorter periods of time and seemed to be 
accompanied by a weight that was unfocussed and indefinable. 
One night in January, he called her to meet him for a 
drink. 
"I wanted you to know,• he said. "I'm going to get 
married. 11 
"Oh, my God," she said. "I'm so happy for you. 
I--well, I didn't know how to tell you, but--I'm getting 
married, too. Oh, I'm so happy for you.• 
She took his hand and held it hard. 
"I'm marrying Brad," she said. "You remember. He 
stayed in your apart~ent. What's she like--the girl you're 
marrying?" 
"Oh, she's great. I mean--you'll have to meet her. I 
can't explain. The wedding's in May. In Charleston. She's 
from the South. An old family." 
"Of course,• she said. "Oh, I'm so happy. I mean 
truly happy for you. I feel so good about us now. And 
you'll love Brad, too. He's an artist. Well, an art major 
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in college, actually. He's in city planning now. Oh, 
you'll love each other.• 
They were both married in May. On the same day. He 
sent her a telegram from Charleston wishing her love and 
happiness. She worried about what to send him and 
deliberated about it until the last minute. Finally, she 
sent a large and elaborately wrappedpacl<age-fTrre-d-,n-r:h 
tissue paper. In the very bottom of the box was a dented 




The man cleared his throat once, clasped his hands 
together on the table and smiled at the woman in the red 
f.elt hat. 
"So, tell me ... " he began. 
"What do you want to knOW--?-u---- s ne-·-s-ai-o----q-u-i-c-k-1-y--.----------
He took a deep breath and looked at her sharply. 
"How's Brad, for starters? 
''Fine ... he's fine,'' 
expression. 
she said evenly, without much 
The man cleared his throat again and looked down at the 
table. 
"And the kids ..• how many ... three?" 
"Yes," She had begun tracing circles on the cloth, 
head down in concentration. 
"Do they all look like you?" he asked. 
"One of them ... the youngest." 
"Gosh, it doesn't seem possible. 
A waiter appeared to take their order. 
"What? That one of my children would look like me?" 
she asked with a smile. 
"No, of course not. That so much time has passed. 
I've got a son who's taller than I am." He chuckled a 
little and touched his tie. 
"Charlie, isn't it? After your older brother?" 
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"How did you remember?" he asked. 
"I never liked your brother Charlie. Or his wife." 
There was another pause, and he leaned back, watching her 
carefully now. The waiter returned and carefully placed their 
drinks down on padded doilies outlined in gold. 
Raising his glass, he saluted her. 
rrwe11' l gUeSS W€ WO_h_, __ t_S_t-ar t --uy---t-a-1-k-in-g-- -a-b-ou--t --t-hem-,-'-1-h-€!--------
said. "I ... it was a surprise when you called~ 
"I liked your parents though ... especially your father." 
Her voice was matter of fact, toneless, almost 
disinterested. 
"He's ... older now,• he said, hesitating. 11 Say, it's 
good to see you. What brings you back to New York?" 
She seemed not to have heard his question and rushed on. 
"And your brother Bill. Remember the place you had in 
Brooklyn Heights?" 
•urn." He took a drink. 
''Remember when you and Bill lived together? It had a long 
corridor and it was painted that awful green color and ... " 
"Funny ... huh?" he said abruptly. 
of you and Bill." 
"I was always jealous 
She looked at him directly this time. 
The band had begun to play a slow fox trot, but the 
dance floor was empty. 
"Really?" she asked. 
"You were always drawn to him ... he was so good looking. 
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You talked about books ... and it seemed to me that you 
would have walked off with him if I hadn't been there to 
run interference." 
"He was good looking." 
"I always hated it when the three of us were together." 
The woman gazed vaguely off in the direction of the 
dance floor. 
"That was a long time ago," she said. 
The man followed her gaze. 
"Would you like to dance?'' 
"I'd feel foolish," she said. 
"Really?" 
- - -- --- ---- ----- ----
"Well ... no one else is.• She swivelled around in her 
chair. 
Two more martinis arrived. 
"Here's to our meeting again," he said. 
"Yes." 
The room was beginning to fill slowly with slim-ankied 
women in black suits and dowagers with blue-tinted hair. 
Businessmen in dark suits filtered in gradually and joined 
the women at their tables, and the room filled slowly with 
the murmurs of subdued conversation. The music livened up, 
and a few couples moved slowly to the shiny wooden floor in 
the middle of the room. 
The woman sat motionless for a moment, her fingertips, 
bright red to match her hat, resting lightly on the very 
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edge of the table as if she were a pianist poised to play at 
any moment. Then abruptly she folded her arms and leaned 
across the table toward him. 
"Aren't you curious why I looked you up?'' she asked. 
There was a slight tone of exasperation in her voice. 
"Well ... yeh ... I mean, I think it's great. After all of 
these years ... r'm!\Tad-you -dTcL-. ~~I tho-u-ght- I-sard -t-i1at-.-"- -------
She seemed not to hear him, but rushed on again as she 
had before. 
"I was remembering," she said, leaning closer, "the other 
day on the plane in here •.. maybe you don't remember ... the 
Indian fires." 
"Indian fires?" 
"Oh ... you don't, do you? It's all right. 
just needed to know ..• you know ... if you did." 
"Tell me,• he said and chuckled. 
I mean ... I 
"No," she laughed. "You'll think I'm being silly.• 
She reached into her bag and took out a package of 
cigarettes and a lighter. Before he could produce a match, 
she had lit her cigarette. 
"Oh, come on, don't play games," he said, dropping 
his matches on the table. There was a hint of impatience in 
his tone. 
"I'm not. I was just remembering, that's all." 
"Well, I want to know," he said. 
She looked out toward the dance floor again. 
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"On the hill," she said, not looking at him, •outside 
of town, where we used to park that spring before we 
graduated ... we could look out over the valley ... and it was 
quiet, so quiet that it seemed as if we were the only ones 




"Yes, of course, I remember the place now ... but what 
about the Indian fires? 
"Well, nothing, I guess ... they were just little fires, 
or little piles of smoke that we could see from the hill as 
we sat there together ... mostly at sunset, but sometimes in 
the middle of the day ... someone had built the fires.• She 
stopped and stretched out her hand to touch the candlestick 
in the middle of the table. "Probably some farmers burning 
trash or something; but we used to call them Indian fires. 
At least I did ... • 
He waited for her to go on, but she was silent, staring 
at him. 
"I don't get it,• he said. "I ... I'm sorry ... I guess I 
don't remember them.• 
"Oh, never mind ... it doe~n't matter, really. But I 
remember a feeling I had when I first noticed them. We were 
together and it was so quiet, so quiet ... and then I noticed 
the fires, and I guess I realized we weren't alone really. 
We just imagined we could be ... a whole unit ... without anyone 
else around. Oh, never mind." 
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She brushed a few strands of hair back from her forehead 
and leaned forward. 
"They meant something to us ... or maybe just to me," she 
said intensely. "I had a feeling then, but I can't recreate 
it anymore .•. it was ... loss ... acceptance ... something 
like that. I just thought of it on the plane when I was 
coming here ... and then r-fi-ad -fo ___ carr-yrru-;-;~ to-- s-e-e --if' -y-ou--
remembered, too.• 
"Maybe we were just being young and romantic,'' he said, 
He reached over and patted her hand. 
''Well, of course we were, but that's not the point.• 
Her tone of voice made him withdraw his hand. 
"Well, it doesn't matter," he said. "I mean ... it 
matters ... but we're here now. Gosh, it's good to see you.• 
"It really is nice, isn't it,• she said, leaning back 
and smiling at him brightly. They were silent for a moment, 
awkward and at a loss. Then the woman leaned forward again. 
"What else can you remember about us?" she asked. 
"Oh ... lots of things," he replied with a little 
hesitation. 
"Then let's play a game. Let's say whatever comes into 
our minds ... anything we can remember," she said, and clapped 
her hands together like a child who suddenly has come up 
with a wonderful idea. 
"That's kind of silly, isn't it?" he said. 
"No! It'll be fun. Let's see ... I made the curtains for 
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your apartment on 86th Street,• she said. 
"89th Street ... and your friend Marsha sewed them for you.• 
"That was only because I didn't kno.w how to sew .... I 
used to leave little love notes for you in that apartment, 
hidden so you'd find them after I left. Remember?'' 
"I let Brad stay there once when he came from 
She narrowed her eyes. "I don't remember that.• 
"I do. I still wanted to marry you then.'' 
"To capture me and carry me off to Long Island?" 
"I hated to think of your being with other men," he 
said seriously. 
She leaned forward and smiled against his seriousness. 
"Do you remember how I used to be able to make you laugh? 
You were such a stuffed shirt sometimes, but I could make 
you laugh at .•. • 
He interrupted her. ''I hated having him sleep in my 
apartment,• he said. 
"But you were out of town that week. Now I remember. 
It was at Christmas.• 
"I just hated the idea. 
him there in my bed." 
"I didn't," she said. 
I knew you probably slept with 
The waiter returned and took their glasses, and they 
paused and considered each other across the table. 
"Are you happy now?" he asked. 
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She avoided his eyes. 11 Are you?" 
"I'm still married and it's fifteen years later." 
"We said once that we'd meet again like this. Do you 
remember?" She said it quickly as if to pass over it. 
"I think I was the one who said it ... we'd meet and 
have an affair, I said." 
He leaned back. "Is that why you came?" he asked. 
"To have an affair?" She said the words slowly as if 
testing them out. 
"Well ... not exactly ... but to see if we could have an 
affair," he said. 
"I don't know.• 
The waiter brought two more drinks, replaced the 
ashtrays and bowed. For a moment, they were silent. 
Then the woman began speaking again in a tone that was 
fresh and enthusiastic. 
"You're a partner in the firm now, aren't you. With 
Charlie and Bill?" 
"Yes," he replied. 
"Successful. Just like you knew you'd be back then.• 
"I've done well," the man said. "Not fabulously 
famous, but comfortably well. Anything wrong with that?" 
"No," she grinned. "Just predictable.• 
He stared at her for a moment, serious again. 
"Damn it. That's what you always hated, wasn't it,• he 
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said in a low, quiet voice. 
"Your predictability?" She laughed as she said it. 
"Yes. You used to make fun of the life you said we'd 
have." 
He leaned closer to her across the table and looked as 
if he might have liked to slap her. 
"The large white house, a picket fence, perfect 
children and an ice-cold martini waiting for you when you 
got home.• She said in singsong. 
When the man responded he spoke in a voice which was 
still low but angry now. "You know something? There's 
nothing wrong with my kind of life. There never was 
anything wrong with it. You tried to make it sound ugly and 
pedestrian and conformist, but you know something? You had 
the wrong story.• 
"I wasn't saying ... " 
"It's comfortable living in a nice house in a 
neighborhood where you know everyone, where your children go 
to dancing school and boarding school, and you belong to a 
club and your wife is well taken care of, and you can look 
around you and say, 'I'm respected, and I deserve it.' I 
wouldn't change anything, and the only trouble with you was 
that you were too afraid of it to see.• 
The woman sat very still, concentrating on the 
tablecloth. When she looked up, she had tears in her eyes. 
"Yes. You're probably right,• she said softly. 
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"Oh ... I'm sorry,• he said, reaching for her hand. "Oh, 
Jesus ... I didn't mean to ..• Is something wrong?" 
She shook her head once and stared past him at the 
dancers moving slowly around and around the shiny floor. 
Then she shook her head again, picked up her purse and rose 
from the table. 
"We're ... I'm getting a divorce,• she said in a whisper 
as she turned away. 
When she returned, her hair was freshly combed and she 
was smiling. He rose from the table to seat her. 
"Are you all right?• he said. 
"Of course I am, silly," she said. "Don't you remember? 
Martinis always make me weepy.• 
job." 
"Do you want to talk about it?" 
"Oh, Lord, no.• She made a funny face at him. 
"What will you do?" 
"Go back to California in a couple of days. Get a 
"You'll have to work?" 
She nodded. 
"I'm sorry," he said, 
The band was playing a waltz, and the dance floor was 
crowded now. The woman glanced at her watch. 
"I'd better be going," she said, replacing her 
cigarettes in her purse and snapping it shut. "I'm staying 




He hesitated, then signaled the waiter and helped her on 
with her coat. They stood there awkwardly while he paid the 
bill and then wandered slowly, she in front, into the hall 
that connected with the lobby. She stopped for a moment to 
study something in a shop window. 
"Say ... " he said. 
She looked up at him pleasantly. 
"Say ... " he repeated. "I could take you to dinner. 
For old time's sake." 
"Are you feeling sorry for me?'' she smiled. 
"It's not that." 
"Well, what then?" 
"I don't know." 
They stood close together now, and she tilted her head 
back slightly and smiled up at him. 
"We'd better not," she said. 
Out on the street it had begun to snow. Giant flakes 
drifted down, lingered for a moment, and melted away on the 
shiny wet pavement. The doorman whistled a cab and held 
the door for them. 
"Watch your step. It's slippery." 
The inside of the cab was hot and smelled of stale 
cigarette smoke, leather, and pine deodorizer. She moved 
to the far window and stared out. 
"I've always liked New York when it snows," she said. 
----------~ 
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"Do you remember the night--" She stopped short. 
"What night?'' he asked. 
"Never mind," she laughed. "Wrong memory. Tell the 
driver Grand Central. I'll drop you." 
"Are you sure about dinner?" 
"I think not." 
"I ... it seems such a short time-... I am- curioiTs;-you~ 
know ... why did you look me up?" 
"I told you. It was about the Indian fires," she said, 
her head facing the window. "Silly of me, wasn't it." 
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Aunt Gretchen 
I remember the summer I was seven best because it hailed 
in the middle of July right in the last inning of a playoff 
doubleheader between my little league team, the Cubs, and 
our arch rivals, the Bears. It was the hail that made us 
the final run while we were yelling and jumping around 
dodging hailstones that were as big as eggs. That's the 
way I remember them anyway, and I'd swear to it even today. 
I also remember the summer I was seven because Aunt 
Gretchen came to visit us. 
Aunt Gretchen was an inveterate man-hater, so my 
father said. I wasn't sure exactly what inveterate meant, 
but my mother said it wasn't true that she was a man-hater. 
It was just because Gretchen had had so many responsibilities 
when they were growing up, and she always had to look after 
my grandfather who was a toper and mean when he got drunk. 
"That kind of thing could turn a woman's mind," she 
said, "and don't talk about it here in front of the boy." 
I didn't quite know what they meant about Aunt Gretchen 
because she'd had three husbands, and it didn't make any 
sense to me to keep getting married if she didn't like men. 
"Spite," my father said. "Pure spite and hatefulness. 
Killed everyone of them.• 
"Oh, Charles,• my mother said with an edge in her 
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voice. "Don't talk in front of the boy that way. That's 
not true and you know it. She nursed all three of them 
through hard times before they died. Just like an angel 
of mercy." 
"Well, she may seem an angel to you because she's 
your sister," my father said, and I thought I saw him 
smile a little like he did sometimes when he teased my 
mother, "but it's my opinion that she killed them all." 
"They died of heart disease, and that's a very sad 
coincidence but nothing she could do anything about." I 
could tell my mother was getting angry by looking at her 
mouth. When she was mad, she clamped her jaw down like 
she was biting into a piece of hard bread. 
"Precisely ... no stimulation. A heart can go 
just like that when it's deprived of natural stimulation," 
my father said. 
He looked as if he might go on, but my mother gave 
him a mean look and nodded toward me, so he stopped. Two 
words--deprived and stimulation--seemed to me to be the 
keys to understanding my Aunt Gretchen and her husbands. 
I wondered if I'd get heart disease if I didn't get 
stimulation, but I was afraid to ask, and left the table 
saying the words over and over again to myself, so I 
wouldn't forget them. Later on, I snuck into my father's 
study and looked up the words in his big dictionary. But 
knowing the meanings didn't help all that much. It seemed 
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to me that in order to stimulate a heart, you'd have to 
touch it, and I kept seeing my tall, thickset aunt cutting 
open her husbands in order to stimulate their hearts. The 
idea sounded kind of sick to me, and I couldn't understand 
why my father, who was a doctor himself, would even suggest 
such a thing. I thought maybe Aunt Gretchen had done her 
husbands a favor by depriving them of that kind of 
stimulation. 
I remembered that conversation for a long time, and 
when Aunt Gretchen came to see us that summer that I was 
seven, I looked at her in a way that I had never done 
before. Aunt Gretchen was a lot different from my mother. 
She was very tall and my mother was shorter and very thin. 
Aunt Gretchen wore her hair in a doughnut-shaped bun on the 
top of her head, and I used to love to watch her fix her hair. 
She'd bend way down so that the ends of it touched the 
floor, then gather it up in her hands and snap her head back 
straight, and twist the mass of hair to make the bun. Her 
face always got very red when she bent over and she bit her 
lip in concentration. Sometimes she couldn't get all of the 
hair together the first time, so she'd try again and again 
until she got it just right, just even. Then she'd smile at 
herself in the mirror and her mouth would relax some. 
Aunt Gretchen hardly ever laughed. When she did, it 
wasn't a normal drawn out laugh. Her laugh was more like 
a period at the end of a sentence. Her laugh burst 
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from her insides in a kind of grunt, and even though 
you knew she was laughing, she never looked very happy. 
I could only remember one of her husbands, and that was 
Uncle Chet, who'd been the last to go. I only remembered. 
him as he lay in his coffin at the funeral home and I stood 
with my mother, holding her hand tightly, staring at his 
------------
face. ·-----It was so smooth and white, like someone had put a 
plastic mask over his real face, that I wanted to reach out 
and touch it with my free hand, but I was afraid that 
someone would get mad, or worse yet, laugh at me. My aunt 
stood at the head of the coffin, staring down at him with a 
stern look, so that it seemed like she was mad at him for 
some reason rather than sad that he had died. 
That summer my aunt came to visit us, I did a lot of 
hanging around. And listening. Nobody paid much attention 
to me when we had guests, so I could go almost anywhere in 
the house, and if I was quiet, no one knew I was there. One 
night after I'd been put to bed but couldn't sleep, I got 
the idea of sneaking downstairs and spying on my folks. I 
could hear the low murmur of voices coming from the kitchen, 
so I took my pillow and sat down behind the door in the 
dining room and listened to my mother and my aunt talking. I 
could really only catch a few words once in a while, then 
occasionally my aunt's flat grunt of a laugh followed by 
silence and more soft sounds. I sat there for a long time, 
straining sometimes to catch a word or two until I got 
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sleepy and was just about ready to sneak back upstairs. But 
then I heard my mother mention my Uncle Chet's name and I 
leaned closer to hear. 
"Bad luck with men," I heard my mother say, and my aunt 
responded again with her flat grunt of laughter. 
"You know," she said, "I never could really get to 
feeling that way about Chet." She said that harder ffian-tne _____ --
other words like you do when you want to make sure the 
person you're talking to understands what you're saying. I 
wished she'd explain a little more because I didn't know 
what she meant. 
My mother answered with something she said too softly 
for me to hear, and there was silence then for a moment. 
"But he was like an animal about that, you know. He 
never asked. Just took what he wanted and left me there 
with nothing," my aunt said and added with a little sigh, 
"It was the same with the other two as well." 
My mother said something about luck again, and she 
seemed to be talking to Aunt Gretchen the same way she 
talked to me when I skinned my knee and she wanted to make 
me feel better. 
whole thing. 
I wondered what luck had to do with the 
"He never wanted any preliminaries, you know," she said 
and paused for a minute. "No stimulation .•. if you know what 
I mean. Seemed like he liked to deprive me of my pleasure 
in a way. Oh well, maybe I just didn't know ... " Her voice 
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dropped then and I missed the part about what she didn't 
know, but I'd gotten the words deprive and stimulation and I 
remembered what my father had said. I inched my way closer 
to the door so that I might be able to learn more, but 
suddenly I heard the chairs in the kitchen scrape like 
someone was getting up or shifting. Then I heard the 
Outsi-cfeQoor op_e_n ___ an.-ct--rrry--r-~ct:he-r·---ca:·me -i-n-.-- I -p-ul-J:--ed--m-y-se-1-f ---·--
up quickly and crept out through the living room and up 
the stairs while they were still talking and lay in my 
bed wondering about my stern aunt and her husbands who 
had deprived her of stimulation. And then I thought 
about how my father said she had done the same thing to 
them, and I wished I could see my Uncle Chet's face again 
even if he was only lying in the coffin. 
My aunt stayed around for a few more days, but she and 
my mother never had another talk like the one I heard, unless 
they did it when I was asleep and didn't know about it. 
When she left she bent down to shake my hand and when she 
let go, I saw a five dollar bill in my palm. I wanted to 
kiss her to show her how much I liked the gift as I would have 
if my parents had given me something nice, but when I looked 
up at her, she was staring down at me with a stern look like 
the one she'd given Uncle Chet at the funeral parlor, and I 
stammered my thanks and turned away and sat on the porch. 
My mother and father kissed her, and Father held the 
car door open for her politely, and when she'd gone, 
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we all went back into the house to have lunch. 
"Well, I hope the poor dear finds someone soon who can 
make her happy," my mother said. 
My father grunted and said he knew what she needed to 
make her happy, but what she needed and what she wanted were 




"Now, you know that isn't one bit true, and I want you 
to stop talking like that. I told you what she said about 
Chet.• She glanced at me, but I ducked my head over my soup 
so she'd think I wasn't listening. "The poor dear. She 
just hasn't been lucky enough to find the right man.• 
"In the right hands, any man can be the right man,• my 
father said, and he made the word hands sound like it was the 
most important word. His voice was not too loud, but he 
really sounded like he knew what he was talking about. 
"You've got to give a little stimulation to get a little. 
And Gretchen doesn't strike me as the kind who'll give.• 
My mother looked over at me again and then got up from 
her chair and started to clear the table. 
"That's enough," she said in the same sharp tone she'd 
used before when my father had talked about deprived and 
stimulation. 
I guessed that they weren't going to talk anymore about 
the matter, so I left the table too and went up to my room 
for a while and lay on my bed. The mysterious talk about my 
aunt and her husbands had left me feeling funny in my 
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stomach, not sick exactly, but jumpy like I felt when I was 
looking forward to Christmas morning or my birthday. My 
aunt was a mystery, I decided, and since she wasn't there 
anymore, I might as well try not to think about her. I 
felt better then and went outdoors to play. But I couldn't 
get my aunt and her husbands completely out of my mind for a 
long time, and every once in a while, sometimes in the 
middle of a school lesson or even when I was just lying 
around doing nothing, the words deprived and stimulation 
would pop up in front of my eyes inside my head and in my 
imagination, I'd see my stern aunt standing over the open 
chest of my Uncle Chet, her hands kneading away at his heart 
as if it were a loaf of bread. Her face, in my imagination, 
was all red and she was biting her lip like she did when she 
was concentrating on fixing her hair. I could never make 
out whether my uncle was smiling or sad, but I could see 
that his skin was smooth and white, like someone had put a 
plastic mask over his real face. 
That was the summer when I was seven, and in the middle 
of July, we saw hailstones that were as big as eggs. 
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Morton the Mall Man 
When the alarm went off, Morton rolled over and pulled 
the pillow up over his head, squinting his eyes toward the 
other side of the bed, relieved but surprised to see that 
Evelyn wasn't there beside him. His head hurt and his mouth 
tasted sour from cigarettes and the red wine they'd had the 
night before. He raised himself up slowly, squinted to see 
the clock, then fell back on the pillow. 8:00. One more 
hour in which he could go back to sleep or get up and get 
ready to go to work. There was a dull pain somewhere deep 
in his skull, and he curled up tightly to embrace the 
burning feeling in his stomach. He pushed in the snooze bar 
on the alarm. Had Evelyn really been there? 
He couldn't remember much about the evening after they'd 
had dinner in Smorgy Boys. Except that they'd had wine. And 
they couldn't have had wine in Smorgy Boys, now could they? 
Smart boy, Morton. Go to the head of the class. Or the 
head of your penis. Or to your enormous beating head. Yes, 
he could remember now. Evelyn had wanted just a little 
something to calm her down. She hated to go back to her 
mother so early in the evening. Her complaining old mother 
with her arthritis and fallen arches and her angina. Well, 
she knew she had to, but maybe they could just stop by and 
have a little "drinkey" before she went home. She wound her 
arm through his then, and blinking up at him with her 
round flatfish eyes, she giggled and tightened her 
hold on him. 
In one long movement, Morton slowly pulled himself 
up and swung his legs down to the floor. He sat there 
for a few moments with his eyes closed, holding his 
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breath to keep his stomach steady. He remembered that his 
father had always sat on the edge of the bed to allow his 
circulation to stabilize before he got up and lumbered off 
to the bathroom where he hawked and spit his way into 
the morning. Morton coughed once tentatively to check for 
phlegm. 
His father had been dead for four years now, and 
Morton hadn't thought about him much since he had died. An 
old man who was almost a clich~, sitting at the kitchen 
table, his head resting on the spotted oil cloth, a bottle 
of whiskey and an empty glass in front of him. An old man 
cursing and kicking the dog that had jumped on the table and 
was greedily licking the butter. An old man beating up on 
Morton's mother when Morton was little. His mother, skinny 
and pale, taking the beating without a word, working her way 
further and further into the corner, looking almost peaceful 
with her eyes closed. His mother had finally died, but not 
from the beatings. She had died from a cancer that ate away 
at her pitiful frame until she appeared as ethereal as an 
angel. She just kind of drifted away, grotesquely silent 
as she'd been during all of the beatings that the old man 
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had given her. 
Morton rose painfully from the bed and glared at the 
bottle of Gallo resting on the counter with its inch of red. 
Two glasses, his empty and Evelyn's lipstick-smeared and 
half empty. Nothing more disgusting than a woman's 
lipstick-smeared glass. In the bathroom he found her slip 
of it nauseated him and brought back the vision of Evelyn, 
her chunky legs, heavy-waisted body and flat, colorless eyes. 
Evelyn, huffing and puffing under him, her flabby bottom 
slapping against his hands as he moved up and down on her. 
Evelyn, with her faint odor of perspiration mixed with the 
cheap sweetness of talc. Evelyn, with her foolish, leering 
lips pulled back in concentration on orgasm. Evelyn, who 
afterwards snuggled up to him and repeated in little lisps 
of half sentences the words she'd heard in movies. 
Morten picked up the slip and dropped it in the 
wastebasket, then turned on the shower. In the mirror, he 
caught the image of himself bending over, his stomach 
rippled and white. A pretty sight, Morton. A very pretty 
sight. The years stuck in the Mall have done wonders for 
your figure, my man. He pulled the shower curtain closed 
and began to soap his body. 
Mondays.were always bad days in the Mall. No customers 
to speak of--just bills and reports to make out. Monday is 
justify-your-existence day, Morton, my man. Make your 
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future look hopeful, or you'll be back peddling encyclopedias 
door to door, instead of selling pianos and organs 
in the warm catacombs of the Mall. Morton sighed 
and soaped his thinning hair. 
It used to make him smile when people would ask him 
what he did, and he would say he sold organs, making it 
sound my s t e rio u s:----o-tn-e-r-··t-rrn-e-.s-,-- --h-e--'-d--- -tw-is-t - t h-e---p-h-r---a s e_ __ a ____ b_i_t _______ _ 
so he emphasized the risque double-meaning of the word. 
That was always good for a laugh from the gentlemen and a 
giggle from the ladies. 
He didn't tell folks what he did so much anymore. Most 
everyone he saw now already knew he managed the Mall store 
and didn't care to hear about it. Morton the Magnificent, 
down the tubes with a whoosh. No more beautiful ladies, no 
more all-night parties for Morton. What had happened he 
couldn't tell, and he was not given to reflection. But he still 
dreamed sometimes of having it all, the way he thought he 
was going to when he joined the Navy at eighteen and came 
home on leave in his spit-polished shoes and tight seebee 
pants. Oh boy, the girls had looked at him then. And 
later, out of the Navy and headed for Reno to deal at the 
big tables, his sparkling white shirt gathered at the elbow 
with a black garter, the green nightshade covering his 
already receding hairline. He had had his share then. And 
not the Evelyns of the world either. Some really classy 
types in sequined blouses and velveteen pants had given him 
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their attentions more than once. 
Morton toweled off slowly. His head still hurt, but 
his skin had lost that taut, hot red-wine feeling. He 
squinted at himself in the mirror. Then smiled tentatively. 
His teeth were still good. That he knew for sure, and when 
he smiled, he still had a way about him, Maybe today would 
---------
be the day, he thought. Maybe today she'd walk in ,--al.l 
dolled up and ready to play. 
"I'd like to see an organ,• she'd say. 
He'd give her that little half smile that would suggest 
the double meaning of her words and usher her back to the 
rear of the store where the best organs were housed to 
protect them from the grubby fingers of the lookabouts who 
only wanted to touch, never to buy. 
She'd probably be reserved like classy ladies always 
are at first till you warm them up a little, so he wouldn't 
make a pass or anything, just smile at her whenever she 
looked at him, showing her the teeth and making her trust 
him. Maybe, but only if things were going just right, he 
would take ber arm, just a touch on the elbow while he 
demonstrated the knobs, but nothing outrageous or out of 
place because everything would have to build up, build up, 
build up just right to the moment when Morton would sit 
down, casually, and play for her to demonstrate the tone and 
quality of the instrument. First, a few bars of "Lady of 
Spain," then a Bach Minuet, and finally, in crescendo, 
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the "Habanera" from Carmen. 
He would feel her moving closer to him as he played, 
the music chipping away at her reserve until at last they 
would look at each other and lock eyes and he'd know he was 
in like Flynn. 
"My goodness, you certainly do know how to play. I 
away coyly. 
"Why, nothing to it," he'd reply, pitching for the 
sale. "I offer ten free lessons with each purchase. You 
could be playing like Beethoven in a week." 
"Oh, but I couldn't take the time to come down here." 
"In your home, then. No problem. It's part of the 
package." 
The scene was beautiful, beautiful. He could see her 
sitting there in her living room on a soft white couch. 
She'd be wearing something red and fluffy, and he, in his 
sparkling white shirt, would lean closer and closer to her 
to help her with the fingering. Again and again until she 
got it just right, until she made the organ sing and rumble 
and vibrate to perfection and then they would sit back and 
laugh and do all of the other things that Morton had in mind. 
The buzzer sounded on his alarm clock again and Morton 
jumped back, hitting his shin against the bed frame. 
"Goddamn machine," he muttered as he stumbled across 
the room and yanked the plug out of the wall. For a moment, 
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he stood there naked, trying to replay the fantasy, but all 
that he could sustain was the wonderful feeling of 
anticipation. He threw open his closet and pulled out 
his best suit. The pants were wearing a little thin in the 
seat, he knew, but he'd keep the jacket on for cover. There 
were no sparkling white shirts in Morton's wardrobe. He 
frowned, then reached for --a-sTigfl-try yellowea--o-xfCH'd--e-roth _________ _ 
with a button-down collar. With the light blue tie, the 
yellow would look white. By the time he left the house, he 
was whistling the first three bars of "Lady of Spain." 
The Mall was just opening when he got there. He 
unlocked and pulled back the accordian metal gate and 
flipped on the light switch, ignoring the rustle that he 
heard in the far back of the store and knew to be rats who 
became bold in the dimness, but scurried back into the 
wall in the light. The mail was already there, neatly 
banded for him, and he sorted it into piles: bills, 
reports and miscellaneous. He could deal with business 
later in the morning. So certain was he that she would come 
today that he fairly danced to the back of the store to get a 
feather duster which he ran over the keyboards and around 
the wooden panels on the backs of the instruments, slowing 
down to do a better job on the more expensive organs in the 
back. When he was done, he stepped behind the screen that 
concealed his desk. He checked himself in the mirror 
and combed his hair down a bit further on his forehead. 
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By eleven o'clock, only three customers had come into 
the shop. A fat woman with her seven year old son came in 
to look at pianos, but the kid ran from piano to piano 
making such a racket that Morton had to shout at him to stop 
and the lady got mad and left. 
An elderly couple of lookabouts stopped around for 
---- ----------
twenty minutes or so, asked him all sorts of questioils~ and' ___ _ 
then turned abruptly and left without saying so much as a 
polite "thank you very much." His third customer was Evelyn. 
She burst into the shop and lumbered over coquettishly to 
give him a kiss. 
"You are a naughty, naughty boy," she squeaked in a 
stage whisper. "Giving little Evelyn too much wine and 
getting her all excited. I'm so ashamed of myself." And 
then with a giggle and a wink of one of her flatfish eyes, 
she whispered, "Did I leave my little slip in your powder 
room? 11 
Morton could see the slip wadded up in the wastebasket. 
"Gee, I don't think so, Evelyn," he said. "I'm sure I 
would have noticed." 
"Oh, you big tease," she said in a loud voice and poked 
him hard in the ribs with her elbow. "You know it's there 
and I'll probably have to come and get it myself tonight." 
He winced and pulled away from Evelyn slightly. It 
was going to be hard to get rid of her, particularly since 
there weren't any other customers in the store, but he kept 
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thinking about what would happen if Evelyn were still there 
holding on to him and the classy lady came in. Finally, he 
sent her uptown to get him a hamburger for lunch, figuring 
with traffic and all, it would take at least an hour for her 
to get back. 
When Evelyn had blown him her last kiss and disappeared 
screen in the back and straightened his hair and tie. 
Then he stood close to the entrance and smiled his flashing 
smile at no one in particular. Several women went by, but 
no one of the right calibre. Then, just as he was getting 
tired of posing and had decided to sit down and do 
the bills, he saw her coming toward him, and even at a 
distance, he could tell by her walk and carriage that she 
was the one. She was dressed in black. 
Oh, Morton, my boy, your ship has finally ~orne in, he 
thought, and smoothed his hair down on one side. She walked 
slowly, stopping for a moment to peer in a window on one 
side of the aisle, then slowly and deliberately crossing to 
the other side. Each moment, she zigzagged her way steadily 
closer to Morton. Watching her, he imagined that he could 
hear the sharp tapping of her heels on the tile, the silky 
rustle of her slip as she moved, the little tune she hummed 
distractedly as she window-shopped her way in his direction. 
The luck of the past was returning. He could feel it' 
rising in him as he swaggered around the organs and pianos, 
70. 
pretending to check out the knobs and keys. He whistled a 
little under his breath. This day was definitely to be his. 
Morton positioned himself at one of the organs close 
to the entrance, and judging her proximity to him carefully, 
he began very, very softly and with the exaggerated gestures 
of an impresario to play a Chopin Nocturne that he had been 
practicing for a week. He swayed slightry-frolll- :Siae Tcy---------
side, picking up his hands gracefully with just the right 
studied flourish after each major chord and run. So 
involved did he become in the pure mechanics of the drama he 
was creating that it took him a moment to realize that she 
was actually standing beside him, her arm so close to his 
shoulder that if he'd moved an inch he would have made 
contact. ls his fingers softly caressed the last note, she 
sighed a long, satisfied sigh. He turned to her slowly with 
a smile. 
"That was beautiful," she said in the breathy voice he 
had already imagined she would have. ''I wish I could learn 
to play like that." 
She had said it. The exact words. His smile widened. 
"Have you been playing for years and years?" she 
asked. "Because I've heard that it takes years and years to 
learn to be really good at playing the organ." Her lips 
puffed out in a seductive pout and she angled her head just 
a little so that she looked at him through half-closed eyes. 
Morton stood up. Had she been making a play on words? 
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The woman turned away from him slightly and wandered 
from piano to piano, running her fingers lightly over the 
smooth mahogany surfaces. Morton followed her. 
"So soft and smooth," she murmured just loudly enough 
for Morton to hear. "I like to touch soft things, don't you?" 
She turned and smiled at him, and for a moment they stared 
elbow ever so lightly, ushered her gently toward the rear of 
the store. He could hear the rustle of silk as she walked. 
They stopped in front of the most expensive organ in 
stock. Again she ran her fingers over the surface. 
stood facing each other. 
They 
"Show me how to play this one,• she said, but she stood 
her ground so that Morton had to squeeze by her to reach the 
organ. Their bodies touched bri~fly, and Morton felt for a 
tantalizing moment her heat against him. She wore a sweet 
heavy perfume. He breathed in deeply, then sat down with a 
flourish. She stood at his side, her hip thrust out slightly 
so that it nearly touched his shoulder. 
himself from reaching out to touch her. 
He restrained 
He began with Bach, concentrating on finding the 
right pressure, just the right pressure to make the 
organ come alive. Softly at first, and gently, so 
gently that his fingers seemed not to press the keys at all 
but merely to rest upon the surface, then gradually to become 
bolder, increasing the volume and the tempo as he moved into 
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the next piece, an improvisation of his own creation. He added 
a touch of bass and blended in the treble. The sounds rose 
higher as his fingers flew more and more rapidly over 
the keys, building to the exact moment of crescendo, then 
subsiding suddenly as he caressed the keys once more to 
create notes so delicate and soft that they were 
------
barely audible. 
Morton's music had filled the Mall and drawn a crowd of 
stragglers who loitered at the doorway in awe. He sat for 
a moment, drained and weak from his efforts, his face 
wet with perspiration. Slowly he turned to face her, to 
accept her compliments, to exert his modesty. Row after 
row of piano and organ backs echoed the sounds of his 
concerto, but the store was empty. 
With a cry, he leapt up and turned around and around. 
Then frantically, he pushed through the dispersing crowd at 
the entrance. He searched for black, but he saw only the faded 
brown of the jacket on an old man sitting on a bench and the 
faded blue of Levis on housewives pushing their sleeping 
children in strollers. A boy in a red jacket darted by him 
and accidentally bumped him on the thigh. Morton staggered 
against the sharp edge of the accordian gate and cursed. 
The small crowd at th~ door moved around and away from him 
cautiously, eyeing him with fearful curiosity. 
Morton leaned against the wall, searching the near empty 
aisles again and again. Then with a groan, he turned toward 
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the shop, ignoring for a moment the vision of Evelyn, 
clutching a white styrofoam food box close the her chest. 
She advanced on him rapidly, calling out his name in her 
high-pitched voice. 
In the back of the store, the master organ still 
hummed, and Morton gazed at it for a moment before switching 
______ i_t_o-r-r-. -tti-s-n-e-a-d-a-c-iTe-ct--w-i-t-h--a---d-u-1-1--p-a--i-n- -f--a-r---in-s-i-d-e-----h-i-s 
skull. He stood for a moment in front of the mirror, 
brushing back strands of hair that had fallen down over his 
forehead. On his desk, the piles of bills, reports, and 
miscellaneous items awaited him. Monday was, after all, 
justify-your-existence day. With a sigh, Morton sat down 
and began sorting through the miscellaneous pile. 
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Rochelle the Spider Woman 
They put Rochelle in a single room that looked out on 
another wing of the hospital. Behind the thin yellow 
curtains, the heavy metal mesh covering the windows 
made the view outside hazy and distant. The nurse who 
unlocked her door looked at me suspiciously and then 
retreated, leaving me alone in the middle of the stark room 
staring down at Rochelle. Her eyes were closed. She looked 
so peaceful, in fact, that I was surprised to see heavy 
white cotton straps wrapped around her thin wrists and bound 
tightly to the bed frame. 
"Rochelle," I whispered. 
Her eyes snapped open, and her jaw tightened and shot 
out. 
"Hey, what's the matter?" I asked. "What happened?" 
She groaned and turned her head toward the window, 
straining and twisting her left arm in the restraint. I 
bent down over her. 
"Hey, it's me, Rochelle," I said. "Everything's going 
to be all right. I talked to Marnie.• 
I reached out to touch her forehead as I might have to 
comfort one of my children, but she let out a loud shriek 
and bared her teeth like a threatened dog. I jumped back 
from the bed as the nurse burst through the door. 
"I. .. I didn't do anything," I said. 
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She brushed passed me, motioning with her head that I 
was to leave. 
The halls were empty and quiet, free of the gurneys and 
life support machinery that one expects to find in hospital 
corridors. The diseases of the mind apparently had little 
use for life support systems, I thought, and then for no 
neighborhoods of Harlem on a sparkling Sunday afternoon and 
being shocked at the relative cleanliness of poverty. No 
overloaded garbage cans. No tenspeeds linked tightly to 
wrought iron supports. Only brick facades separated 
those trapped on the inside from those on the outside. 
There seemed to be no point in waiting for the nurse to 
come out. Rochelle was clearly too ill for me to talk to her. 
Suddenly I felt drained. I had gotten the call from the 
hospital in the early morning and then, almost immediately, 
another call from Rochelle's sister, Marnie, in St. Louis. 
''Please, Franceen,'' she said. "Could you go to San 
Francisco? I don't know what happened to her. I haven't 
seen her for a while. She wouldn't come to us for Christmas 
this year. I can't think of anyone else to call. I'll be 
there in a couple of days, but I've got to find someone to 
take care of my children." 
Her voice on the phone reminded me of Rochelle's, and I 
restrained myself from reminding her that I had children to 
be cared for, too. 
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"I'll be there tonight," I said. 
"I can't thank you enough ... really ... " she said. "I've 
checked with the apartment manager. You can pick up a key 
to her place and stay there." 
When I hung up, I was irritated. Rochelle, who had 
broken off our friendship two years before, now had surfaced 
------a-ga-.1-n-, -a-n-d-a-ga-i-n-s-15 -m-y- -v;-i---1-l--,---I---i·l-a-s-- -to---s-e-e-----t-o- her-~-- _T_o ___ ta k_e __________ _ 
care of her even though it had been she who had apparently 
found my friendship useless. 
I stopped by the middle school and arranged with my 
oldest daughter to pick up her sister, then called my husband. 
"Good luck," he said. "Do you want me to go instead?" 
"No, I'll be all right. Just get home to the kids on 
time.'' ~ 
"Right. Call me." 
The highway into the city was solid with cars. If I 
have an accident, Rochelle, and get killed, I'll haunt you 
till you die, I thought, but I blended instead into the 
traffic, mindsetting myself into an offensive position with 
semis that tailgated me and lowriders that swooped in from 
behind and cut in front of me. 
"Goddamn it, Rochelle," I said aloud. "I'll do this 
for you one more time, but you're going to pay." 
I began to relax somewhere up the Altamont Pass, where 
the symmetrical regiments of windmills overtake the smooth 
green hills. 
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I saw my friendship with Rochelle not as a continuing 
cycle, but as a series of jagged, half-completed segments. 
I had met her first in college. Rochelle the spider woman 
we called her because her arms and legs were disproportionately 
longer and skinnier than her body and her long black hair 
trailed out over her shoulders like a web. 
thought of, her hands fluttered and floated about in the 
air, and she seemed to control the rhythm and tempo of her 
own voice just as if she were conducting a concert in which 
she was the only musician playing all of the parts. 
So strong was her power over us at such times that 
those of us who were her friends sat spellbound whether we 
agreed with what she was saying or not. There were other 
times, though, when she rejected us all and glided across 
campus on her long spider legs, head down, hair tucked up 
under the hood of her Loden coat. She spoke to no one 
during those periods, and no one dared to ask her what the 
trouble was, so far and so vehemently did she distance 
herself from us. 
We were all middle-class kids whose fathers could 
afford us the luxury of a private college. The experiences 
that most of us carried with us from home became the topics 
of our conversations. In relating them to strangers, we 
tested our validity as human beings and formed new 
friendships. 
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Rochelle stood apart from us in this exchange. We knew 
very little about how she felt about her family. She had 
two parents, two brothers, and two sisters. She had 
gone to a private school which she had hated. We 
assumed that her father had money because he was the 
president of a company, but there was nothing about the way 
that Rochelle dressed or acted that might have suggested a 
privileged life. Her table manners were atrocious and 
she had little regard for our feelings if she disagreed with 
what we felt or said. She simply dismissed us as being 
stupid or bigoted and she was perfectly capable of not 
speaking for days to someone with whom she disagreed. Life 
for Rochelle was a very black and white experience, and her 
reactions were unpredictable. 
After college, she'd gotten a job teaching French in 
Tarrytown, and for a short while, before they got married, 
she had lived with James in a fourth floor walkup on East 
End Avenue. In this period, which I later defined for my 
husband as her marriage-divorce period, she became calmer, 
her erratic spontanaeity tempered by James' Germanic 
reserve, her black moods erased at least temporarily by the 
desire to meet someone else's needs. 
Then they moved to Long Island to live rent free in a 
house owned by James' parents so that James could work at 
being a photographer. I saw less and less of them for six 
months or so because I lived in the city, but gradually I began 
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to get more frequent phone calls from James, who begged me to 
come out and cheer Rochelle up. When I got there, she would 
always appear thrilled to have us all together. 
Their house had high ceilings, and in the evenings, 
she'd lie stretched out on the couch, her long legs 
extended so that her feet just barely touched the side of 
James' leg as we talked. She was Rochelle the spider 
woman again, singing "Greensleeves" in her thin, high voice. 
Rochelle the spider woman, planning out imaginary scenarios 
of how we'd all live when we got rich and successful. 
Rochelle the spider woman, dancing gaily around the room on 
her long, thin legs. Rochelle the spider woman at the 
ironing board in the tiny kitchen, giggling wildly over a 
pun she had just made, then abruptly picking up the iron and 
lapsing into silent concentration over the shirt that she 
was ironing. 
"I hate it here," she said suddenly. 
"But Rochelle, you won't be here forever," I said. 
"James will--" 
She cut me off sharply. 
"What do you know about James? What do you know about 
anything?" she said harshly. 
She didn't look at me. In fact, it was as if she were 
talking to herself. 
She glided slowly to the window, her hands trailing out 
as if to embrace invisible objects in her path, then stood 
so. 
there staring out, shoulders hunched and arms folded tightly 
across her chest. 
"He'll never change. He doesn't even know how to go 
about changing." 
"What do you mean? What do you want him to do?" I 
asked. I wasn't sure I really wanted to know about their 
problems, and her manner was as obdurate as it had been in 
college when someone disagreed with her. I felt a little 
sorry for James. 
She shrugged and pushed back her hair. And then James 
came in, stomping his boots to get the snow off, and she 
rushed from the window with a shriek and threw her arms 
around him. I felt that I was witnessing some kind of a 
power struggle, but nothing in anything James said or did 
led me to believe that he knew anything about it. 
I was teaching in a staid East Side private school that 
spring, and one day I got a message from Rochelle. It was 
an emergency, the note said. She had to see me immediately. 
I met her in the front hall of the school where the 
polished marble floor and high, vaulted ceilings 
magnified and distorted the slightest sound. Rochelle, 
wearing black leotards and an old trench coat, her eyes dark 
and bright, moved back and forth in a nervous dance as she 
announced in a loud voice that she was leaving James. 
"Rochelle, that's crazy," I said. "You can't just go 
off like that without telling him." 
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"I can't tell him. He wouldn't listen. I hate to 
explain things. You tell him. You take care of him. 
Anyway, it's spring.• 
"What exactly am I going to tell him?" I asked. "I 
don't know why you're leaving." 
"Well, tell him anything," she said in a thin, high-pitched 
wail. Our voices bounced back and forth off the walls, and 
small groups of uniformed children on their way to lunch 
drifted toward the sound and spectre of Rochelle, her hair 
draped around her thin shoulders, arms and hands in constant 
motion. They swarmed around us and between us, and 
Rochelle, smiling as if she had said something quite 
amusing, edged backwards toward the tall doors. Before I 
could wade my way through the little crowd to stop her, she 
had escaped from the hall and into a waiting taxi. That 
night she left for Paris. 
James was devastated. They had had no fights. She had 
never said she was unhappy. She had just gradually 
withdrawn from him, finding fault with everything he did, 
but never really explaining what it was she found 
distasteful. She had behaved just as she had to friends in 
college. Rochelle would have things her way, even if she 
didn't know exactly what way she wanted them. 
By the time she returned from Paris, I had married and 
moved to California. 
"This is nice,• she said without enthusiasm when she 
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saw our house. I felt as if she were coldly appraising me 
to see if I came up to standard. 
"Do all of your friends belong to a country club?" 
she asked after a party one night. 
"No," I said and felt defensive about the fact that I 
had friends who were successful. 
on the shallowness of the middle-class lifestyle that 
seemed a dismissal of sorts, but the next minute, she urged 
me to come into the city and visit her. 
Rochelle lived with three other girls in a dark, acrid 
railroad flat out in the Avenues. The living room, which 
contained only one old, dirty couch and two straight-backed 
chairs, was littered with magazines and old newspapers. 
Plates containing remnants of meals lay abandoned on the 
kitchen table, and the sink overflowed with dishes and pots 
and pans. 
Her room, which was hidden away behind the kitchen, 
stood out in startling contrast to the common rooms. It 
contained only a bed and a dresser. The floors were bare, 
and the curtainless window was covered at all times with a 
yellowed window shade that had been repaired with masking 
tape. There were no books, no pictures on the walls, not 
even a family photograph or a slip of paper to add warmth to 
the place or to reveal the personality of the owner. She 
might have been a member of a secret ascetic religious sect. 
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In her new milieu, she seemed to be a different person. 
Whatever whimsical quality she had had before had tightened 
into a hardness, as if the shell that she had always worn 
for protection had somehow solidified around her. Her long 
hair was pulled back severely into a bun and she wore no 
makeup. Her new friends were members of a splinter group of 
protesters against_t_h_e_ war- in -Vietnam. They -ai'C i·iore-Levfs _____ _ 
and plaid flannel shirts, and I could instantly feel their 
distrust and dislike of me. Rochelle seemed to have brought 
me in for a visit so that she could show me up. She 
alternated between patronizing me for what she called my 
middle-classness and attacking me for what she considered my 
lack of concern for the cause. 
"You're establishment," she said, her mouth twisted up 
in a tight smile that seemed to dare me to disagree with her 
pronouncement. 
"Rochelle.~.you know that's not true. I've always been 
against the war." 
"Well, I never heard you say anything. You with your 
little jobs teaching rich kids in private schools. All 
their daddies bought the war and keep it going. And you 
bought into it, too. 
"Oh, come on. How do you know what I think? You've 
been off in Paris for two years." 
"I can tell," she said. "It's written all over you. 
hate hypocricy." Her voice was high and loud, and her face 
I 
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was contorted in anger. 
The next week Rochelle was arrested with a group of her 
friends during a rally at which someone had tried to blow up 
a Federal building. I got a call to put up bail for her. 
As we drove back to her apartment, I waited for her to 
thank me, to acknowledge the fact that our friendship meant 
------- -- -
-----
something, but she curled up in the corner by the window and 
stared out. 
"They've tapped the wires to my phone,• she said. 
"The bastards. I'm on a list with the others.• 
"They, who?'' I asked. "They don't put people on lists 
just for protesting. You've blown it out of proportion, Rochelle.• 
"Stop the car," she said in a low voice. "Stop the 
car. I want out.• 
I looked over at her expecting her to laugh, but her 
hand was on the handle. When I stopped she leapt out and 
walked away, her hands thrust deep into the pockets of her 
trenchcoat. 
That was it, I thought. I'm not going to be part of 
her life anymore. Whatever it is that's bugging her is her 
problem, not mine. I will never, never be involved with 
Rochelle again. 
A year later, she arrived on our doorstep. She was 
dressed in a stylish skirt and an expensive looking silk 
blouse. 
"Hi. I was just out for a drive and the car headed 
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this way. How're the kids?" 
My two children looked up at her curiously, but within a 
few moments Rochelle had gathered them up and was playing a 
game with them on the floor. 
She was teaching again, she said. In a middle 
school in San Francisco. 
We talked about her job and her new apartment, and 
later, just before we were ready to go to bed, I asked about 
the protest group she'd been with. 
Her face clouded over, and for a moment, there was an 
e~ge in her voice. 
"That's all over," she said. 
''Any reason?'' 
"They're going about it all wrong. They're too stubborn 
to change." 
"Why?" I asked, thinking of the humiliation she had 
subjected me to in front of them and considering for a 
moment that in dress and manner she seemed more middle-class 
than I at.the moment. 
"Never mind," she said, dismissing the subject as if I 
wouldn't be able to understand if she explained. 
I let the matter drop, and Rochelle gradually fitted 
herself into our lives again. We spent summer vacations 
together. She spent all of the holidays with us and many 
weekends in between. When she came, she'd sit quietly 
knitting or quilting or reading. She played with 
86. 
the children for hours on end. She was quieter, more 
circumspect perhaps, but she still had moments when she sang 
in her high-pitched voice or danced around the room on her 
thin spider legs with her arms and hands reaching out to 
caress invisible objects in her path. 
She began to see a psychiatrist, but stopped when he 
- ---- ---- ----
-------
wanted her to join a group. The group was stupid, she said. 
It wasn't getting her anywhere. 
I wondered what Rochelle would be like in a group 
session when the spotlight focussed on her. When people 
questioned her directly and relentlessly. When she wasn't 
controlling things, could she manage to survive? 
I didn't bring up any subject that might lead her to 
dismiss my thoughts as being stupid, not just because I was 
afraid of arousing her anger, but because she had brought 
into our lives a quality that was childlike and fun. If my 
friendship with her, as long sustained as it had been, was 
imperfect, it seemed less worthwhile to bring matters to a 
head than it did to accept her the way she was. 
Perhaps what was really happening was that I was 
allowing her to think that she was in control of things when 
actually things would have moved along without her just as 
smoothly. I suffered no harm from the friendship that way, 
and she suffered no loss of face. 
She still made her pronouncements about what was right 
and wrong, what was stupid and what was not, and I listened 
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without saying a word. Oh, if the subject were 
philosophically grey, I might raise an argument, but if it 
had to do with politics, religion or even teaching, I said 
nothing. She was the expert. That was the way she wanted 
it, and probably my silence fed her need. 
Then I had a book accepted for publication, and 
her reaction was as SWTCt ___ a-rcd----ctrt-t-ing-·-a-s·---ir----I were----a-n-------
article of clothing to be thrown out with the trash. 
"Some people are real teachers and others write books,• 
she said when I told her about the acceptance. 
I was stunned. If she had gotten a book accepted, I would 
have thrown my arms around her and congratulated her. But 
she picked up her knitting instead and glanced at me with a 
tight little smug smile. 
"Thanks, Rochelle,• I said. "You really have a way with 
words. A simple 'great' would have been sufficient.• 
"Oh, come on, Franceen," she said, and she might have 
been sitting high above me on a throne of white. 
textbooks are useless.• 
"Don't you use one?" I asked. 
"Never." 
"Well, how do you know mine is useless?" 
"Most 
"I don't," she said. "But you don't have to get superior 
just because you've written a book." 
"Can't a person be both?" 
"Both what?• she said. She had picked up her knitting and 
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put it in her bag. 
"A good teacher and a good writer.• 
She slung the knitting bag over her shoulder and gave 
me a look that indicated that I was probably neither a good 
teacher nor a good writer. Then she left the room. 
The next morning she left early without saying good-bye 
and that was the last time she contacted us- untfi 1-gotTnec:arr-
in the early morning from the hospital. I tried a few times 
to get her on the phone, but she was always out or in the 
middle of dinner or really just too tired to talk right then. 
Finally, I gave up. Whatever it was that made Rochelle 
charming and interesting was outweighed by her need to control 
each situation and each person with whom she came in contact. 
If James had been wrong and not known why, then I had 
suffered from the same weakness. The glue of acceptance 
that holds love and friendship together did not seem strong 
enough where Rochelle was concerned. From her point of 
view, we were using the wrong brand. I had written her off 
completely until the phone call came from the hospital. 
After I saw Rochelle in the hospital, I wandered around 
her neighborhood under the clear brilliant blue of the late 
afternoon sky before stopping off at the manager's apartment 
to pick up her key. He squinted at me for a few moments 
through the safety-chained door. 
"A bad business,• he muttered as he handed me the key 
to her apartment. "Is she going to be all right?" 
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I sensed that he must have been a witness to the aftermath of 
Rochelle's breakdown. 
"Oh, I should think so," I said, smiling to reassure 
him that she wasn't going to come back babbling and drooling. 
The nurse at the hospital had not been as reassuring to 
me. She held up the police report against the light, 
careful not to allow me to glimpse the truth as it had been 
laid out be the officials. 
"No one was sure how long she'd been there," she said, 
interpreting the report with an air of authority and 
interspersing the police language with her own phrases. 
"The people from the school she taught at put in the call 
because they hadn't been able to reach her for several days, 
and when the officers responded, they found her huddled in 
the corner, wrapped up in a soiled quilt." She paused and 
focussed on me for a moment. Then, apparently having decided 
that I was worthy of trust, she added, "She was pretty 
violent, I guess." 
I tried to imagine Rochelle, her defenses destroyed, 
huddled under her quilt in a corner, but what I saw was 
Rochelle sitting cross-legged in our living room, carefully 
piecing together a quilt in just the way that suited her, 
She scoffed at following a pattern, and after she had sewn 
the pieces on by hand in her even hemstitching, the finished 
product was a perfect balance of color and form that could 
easily have been construed as whole cloth. 
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During the period after she had left the protesters, she 
became obsessed with quilting. She must have made fifty or 
sixty quilts, each slightly different from the others. I 
wondered which one she had wrapped up in when her mind had 
decided whatever it was it had decided. 
Missy, Rochelle's old cat, met me at the door with a 
whining cry. The apartment was close with the odor of a cat 
litter box, but otherwise everything was orderly and barren. 
Rochelle had never been much for possessions. 
The kitchen cupboards were empty, except for a cupful 
of rice wrapped tightly in a plastic bag. I opened the 
refrigerator and then closed it against the smell of rotting 
vegetables and meat. Whatever Rochelle had been doing 
before she was pulled down beneath the deep water of her 
personal maelstrom had had little to do with the day-to-day. 
I swept the leftovers from the refrigerator into a paper bag 
and went out to buy some food for the cat. 
When I returned, the soft afternoon light had gone, 
and in the harsher light of the lamp, the room looked as if 
no one had been there for a month. City dust clung to the 
tables and chairs. Magazines and letters had been dumped unopened 
in a heap on the couch. Only the bed, stuck off in the 
corner behind a Japanese screen, appeared to have been used. 
I fell asleep on the bed with Missy at my feet. 
The next morning I left for the hospital early. The 
halls were empty and I had to wait for a nurse to come and 
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unlock the door to Rochelle's room. 
Rochelle lay on her back, her eyes closed. The nurse 
checked her chart. 
"How is she? 11 I asked. 
The nurse put her finger to her lips and we stepped 
outside. 
and then at her watch. "She's been sedated, so she probably 
won't make much sense, but you can stay for a while." 
I sat down beside the bed and watched Rochelle as 
she slept. The restraints were tight around her wrists and the 
veins in her hands stood out. Her black hair, specked with 
grey, hung down over her forehead, and I reached out to 
smooth it away. Her eyes snapped open as they had the day 
before, but this time she made a sound that was partly a 
sigh, partly a whimper, and turned her head away. 
"Rochelle," I said softly. "It's all right." She 
began to cry, her thin shoulders moving in spasm. 
"No way •.. no way ... stupid mess." she said clearly. 
"What, Rochelle?" I asked, hoping that she'd tell me 
what it was that had driven her to the state she was in. 
She closed her eyes tightly. 
"Rochelle, we'll get you out," I said, although I knew 
that I was not capable of getting her out of this 
entanglement as I had been capable of taking care of James 
and putting up her bail. 
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She stared at me then, a blank hateful stare as if she 
had never seen me before but hated me nonetheless. Then 
suddenly the old Rochelle smile flashed across her face, and 
she laughed a little. Everything was going to be all right, 
I thought. I laughed with her for a moment. 
"How on earth did you get yourself into this?" I asked. 
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chuckle that had given me hope a moment before rose higher 
and higher until it became a harsh, malevolent cackle. 
"Rochelle, stop it!" I said and touched her shoulder. 
She clamped her mouth shut obediently into her tight little 
smile, narrowing her eyes to focus on me, and then she 
frowned and turned away. 
I touched her hand lightly, and she turned to me again 
with a smile. 
"You did it," she said as if she were complimenting me. 
I was relieved. She repeated the words again a little 
louder, in the voice of the old Rochelle who had been able to 
mesmerize her friends in college. I smiled back at her as I 
had when I had been part of her audience. But she kept 
repeating the phrase. She said it over and over again, 
each time louder and more shrilly until her face was red 
and blotched from the effort, and her eyes, still fixed 
on me, filled up again with hatred. 
The nurse burst through the door and motioned me out. 
"But I'm her friend," I said lamely. 
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She looked at me dubiously. 
"She doesn't understand friendship right now. She's 
someplace else," she said more gently, as if she were 
educating a new recruit on the floor. 
"What can I do?" 
"Wait,• she said. 
"For how long?" I thought about my own family at home 
without me. 
"Usually this stage only lasts for a few days. Then 
maybe we'll see some change.• 
As I left the room, Rochelle was lying still, her 
high-pitched wail subdued to a low, soft keening. 
I picked up Missy at the door and held her for a 
while as I wandered around the tiny apartment. The last 
rays of afternoon sun filled the room with a hazy rose 
glow. On the dresser which had been shoved back in the corner 
behind the door, I found some framed pictures set out in even 
symmetrical rows. They were face down. 
I wondered why I hadn't noticed them the night before, 
and slowly I turned them upright. Faces I recognized stared 
back at me from the photographs. There were several 
pictures of James. In one, he was surrounded by photographs 
at an exhibit. In another photograph, Rochelle, in a 
long white dress, her long hair entwined with wild flowers, 
smiled out at me. Two older people whom I didn't recognize 
stood beside her. There were pictures of her sister Marnie 
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and her children, and in the back row, I discovered my own 
family. My children sailing paper boats on the creek the 
summer we vacationed in the mountains. My husband and I in 
the backyard. Rochelle and I dressed up like Halloween 
witches. Our whole family at Christmas dinner. 
Rochelle's apartment suddenly seemed cold and damp to me. 
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too lonely at last even for her to tolerate? Had she cut 
off other friends as she had James and me and finally been 
left with no one to listen to her pronouncements, to cringe 
at her little cruelties but still to accept her? 
I looked for an extra blanket in the closet and found 
instead the quilts that Rochelle had labored over so carefully. 
They were piled in two even stacks. I took the one that was 
wrapped in an old plastic cleaner's bag and taped shut with 
masking tape, as if she had meant to give it to someone but 
had forgotten to deliver it. The pattern on the quilt was 
intricate. Filaments of blue and red and purple fanned out 
from the center and were crosshatched and joined by other 
strands to form an enormous delicate web against the blank 
white background. 
Like Rochelle's own web, the imaginary one which she 
cast over James and my family and me, the quilted pattern 
blazed with color. Maybe I had been wrong. Perhaps she 
had not intended to give it away. 
been made for herself. 
Perhaps this quilt had 
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I spread the quilt out on the bed. I would sleep under 
it anyway, I decided, and perhaps by magic Rochelle the spider 
woman herself would return to dance and charm us all. 
My family would understand my taking the time for 
Rochelle. In the morning, I would feed Missy and return to 
the hospital. Maybe, as the nurse had said, in a few days 
we would see some cnange-;----
